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38th and Lamar 
 
In the apartment we rented, our only furniture was an antique drink cart that he’d bought 
with someone else at an auction in a mountain town. A wheel was broken, so we couldn’t push it 
around, but we kept it in the most visible corner of the living room. We furnished it with bottles 
of cheap gin and inexpensive wine and generic tonic water. For an ice bucket we used a plastic 
children’s beach pail that the previous tenants had left behind. 
 We were planning to live in the apartment for only three months, so we weren’t bothered 
to sleep on a thin air mattress and stack our books on the floor and eat from disposable plates. It 
was like living in a layover. We were newly minted college graduates, newly moved to a newly 
interesting city, and for now this was enough. We spoke of our friends who were starting careers 
or graduate school with pity, like they’d been wrongly imprisoned. They were tragically ahead of 
schedule, and we knew better. We knew the chance to breathe was worth spending our savings, 
and the indignity of taking a little from our parents. 
 And we weren’t wandering – we had a lead on a house for rent that would be available in 
September. It was on the east side of the city, a few blocks north of the trendy and expensive bar 
where he washed dishes at night. This seemed to be the part of the city for young people like us 
to move to. 
 The apartment was on a street that crossed with the city’s two major thoroughfares. It was 
on the first floor, and it had a small outdoor patio that faced the hospital’s emergency room. We 
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got accustomed to sleeping through the ambulance sirens. All day and night there were 
emergencies. 
 The apartment was also a mile from downtown, and while he slept late I walked in the 
heat until I arrived sweating at the public library. For the first month I spent most days there, 
reading tabloid newspapers and health magazines and historical novels. I wanted to play at 
leisure for a while. I did keep an eye on job postings, but I did it as though they were distant 
deadlines. 
 I got home from the library in the early afternoons and joined him on our mattress, where 
he lay in his bathrobe watching television on his laptop. I watched with him until he left for work 
at seven. After he left I ate something simple and talked to someone on the phone – my parents, 
or one of our friends – and then went to sleep, as something to do. 
 He got home from his shifts past three in the morning, very tired and usually a little 
drunk. I woke up partially as soon as I heard him unlock the door. He collapsed onto the mattress 
beside me and told me what happened during his shifts, to help him come down and prepare for 
sleeping. Once he started telling me a story about a man who’d fallen on his face straight out of 
the bar’s doorway, and about how his blood had stained the pavement, but I fell back asleep 
before I found out whether the man was okay. 
 One night, after he’d undressed, he misdirected his collapse onto the mattress and landed 
hard on my wrist. It hurt, but I wasn’t awake enough to register how much. 
 After he apologized four times he said, “I think I heard something crack.” 
 “That’s impossible,” I said. “You did not break my wrist with your body.” He was thin 
like an animal built for sprinting, and he’d never seemed capable of damage, even with gravity’s 
help. 
7 
 
 He rolled over on his stomach and inspected me. “We’d better go to the emergency room 
to be safe,” he said. “I’ll carry you there. I’ll hold you over my head and jump the patio railing.” 
 “I don’t need to go to the emergency room.” I lifted my arm and laid it across my 
stomach. He saw me suppress the pain. 
 “I really think we should go to the emergency room,” he said. 
 “It’s fine,” I said, “let’s please go to sleep.” 
 He sprawled himself carefully over me and kissed my neck once. “I’d feel so guilty if it’s 
broken,” he said. 
 In the morning there was swelling and a dark multi-toned bruise on the spot where he’d 
fallen, but I didn’t wake him up to tell him about it. On my walk to the library he called, three 
hours before he usually got up. 
 “How’s the injury?” he asked. “How’s my broken baby doll?” 
 “The injury is minimal,” I said. “There’s just a bruise.” 
 “Come home,” he said. “I’ve got all this energy.” 
 I told him I was on my way to the library. 
 “Please skip the library,” he said, like a child would. “I’m so much more fun than the 
library.” 
 When I got home the bruise had spread to the heel of my hand, and he’d made a rice and 
bean dish in one of the aluminum pots we’d bought at a thrift store. “I felt so guilty,” he said, 
explaining the food. I showed him the bruise. 
 “God,” he said, “why didn’t you tell me it was so bad?” 
 “Because it’s not so bad,” I said. 
 He turned off the stove heat. “We’re going to the emergency room.” 
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 On our walk over he kept trying to pick me up and carry me. “I’m gallant,” he said. “Let 
me be gallant.” I finally let him, because I knew he really did feel guilty. I brought up the fact 
that there would be a bill, which he pretended not to hear. 
 We had to wait four hours before a doctor could see us. While we were waiting he kept 
finding new ways to apologize. He brought me a can of Dr. Pepper from a vending machine. He 
offered me a foot massage. 
 “I’d feel weird about you giving me a foot massage in public,” I said. 
 “It’s not public,” he said. “It’s the emergency room.” 
 “It’s still public,” I said, “and it’s still weird.” 
 He put his elbows on his knees and his head between his forearms. “I can’t believe it,” he 
said. “I physically harmed you.” 
 “You didn’t mean to.” 
 He sat upright decisively. “I should stop having drinks at work.” 
 “You have to have drinks at work,” I said. “You wash other people’s dishes for eight 
hours straight.” 
 He looked at my wrist again with new horror. “Oh my God,” he said. “It’s your right 
hand.” 
 “It’s fine,” I said. “It still works. I can still move it.” I demonstrated, even though it hurt. 
 He slumped in his seat and spread his hands over his face. “When we get home, I’m 
making you a drink,” he said. “And dinner. And I’m going down on you until you go blind.” 
 “Really,” I said, “none of that’s necessary.” He said he was going to do all of it anyway. 
 The doctor called it a minor sprain and put my wrist in a black Velcro brace. When she 
asked how it had happened, I told her I’d been playing volleyball. She looked at me doubtfully, 
9 
 
but she didn’t ask any more questions. He stood to the side and didn’t say anything while she 
was treating me. 
 He carried me back to our apartment, and then he did everything he’d promised he 
would. “I’m your slave,” he kept saying. “I’m at your service.” It wasn’t until ten, when we’d 
been lying still on the mattress and not talking for a while, that I noticed he hadn’t gone to work. 
 “You’re three hours late for your shift,” I told him. 
 “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “My beloved is injured.” 
 I asked if he’d called his boss to explain that his beloved was injured and that was why he 
wouldn’t be coming in to work. He said he’d forgotten to do that. I asked him to please go in to 
work. 
 “No,” he said. “I’m here to take care of you.” 
 “Slave,” I said, “I command you to go in to work.” I felt gross saying that, but it 
delighted him. “Yes ma’am,” he said. He leapt off the mattress to put on his shoes. 
 When he came back after his shift I woke up as usual when I heard him opening the door. 
He walked into our room and undressed, also as usual. Instead of lying down on the mattress, he 
reached down, gingerly picked up his pillow, and walked out into the living room. 
 “Where are you going?” I called. 
 He came back and stood in the doorway. “Sorry,” he said. “I was trying not to wake 
you.” 
 “You always wake me,” I said. “Were they mad you were late?” 
 “It doesn’t matter,” he said. He still stood in the doorway, still holding his pillow. 
 I patted the empty side of the mattress and asked whether he was planning to sleep 
tonight. 
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 He said he was going to sleep on the floor in the living room. I told him that was 
ridiculous. He said the carpet was comfortable. 
 “You should have the mattress to yourself tonight,” he said. 
 “I don’t want it to myself,” I said. “You’re being illogical.” 
 He tossed his pillow out into the living room. He said, “Rest up.” Then he left the 
doorway and I heard him lie down on the floor. I didn’t fall asleep for a while because I was 
listening to him squirming on the carpet fibers. 
 
 My wrist was healed by the end of the month. During that time we acquired a love seat 
that had been abandoned outside by the curb, and we signed the lease for the house on the east 
side of the city, and I found work doing copy editing for a man named Ryan Tuck who’d posted 
an ad on Craigslist. I could do the work remotely, so I did it using one of the library’s desktop 
computers. I could have done it from home, but it felt more like a job if I got dressed and went 
somewhere. 
 I visited Ryan Tuck’s personal website and learned that he was a freelance journalist who 
contributed to several local independent publications. I looked up some of his work, most of 
which were opinion pieces lamenting the city’s rising gentrification rates. There was also a 
feature he’d written about a microbrewery that was located in a small football town about thirty 
miles outside the city’s limits. His website’s bio page had a headshot. In the photo Ryan Tuck 
had a thick well-kept beard and dim eyes, and there were comb lines in his hair. I supposed he 
was in the thick of his thirties, born about a decade before we were. 
 Ryan Tuck was working on a book of oral histories collected from residents of the east 
side of the city, residents who had lived there before the young people had begun to move in. He 
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sent me the transcripts, and I made sure the punctuation and name spellings were correct. The 
work was easy, partly because I was the sort of person who had internalized the Chicago Manual 
of Style, and partly because the transcripts didn’t contain many errors. 
 Once both of us were earning money, we felt better about buying things like organic fruit 
and cleaning supplies. We bought a small vacuum cleaner and discovered the carpet’s true color. 
I could tell that he missed providing, but he liked that the carpet was clean. 
 He was worried that I hadn’t met Ryan Tuck in person, and he was worried that Ryan 
Tuck preferred to pay me by sending checks to our apartment. Even after the first check arrived, 
and it didn’t bounce, and no one knocked at the door that night to rob or kill us, he stayed 
worried. “It might be a long con,” he said. “Does he know you’re a woman?” 
 “Of course he knows I’m a woman,” I said. 
 “I think you should have said you’re a man.” 
 “He’s not a rapist or a murderer,” I said. “A rapist or a murderer wouldn’t be this 
patient.” 
 He shook his head like he had secret intelligence on the topic. “You don’t know anything 
about rapists or murderers.” 
 One afternoon when I came home from the library he was not on the mattress but 
standing out on the patio in his bathrobe, looking at the emergency room and eating half an 
avocado with a plastic spoon. I dropped my bag on the love seat and joined him, leaning and 
resting my arms on the wrought iron railing. 
 He asked me how work was. He said the word work as though it were in quotation marks. 
 “Fine,” I said. “He emailed and said my next check should arrive in a couple of days.” 
 He nodded and sucked on the spoon. 
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 “We ought to see a movie tomorrow,” I said. “There’s the new Woody Allen.” 
 We saw the movie the following afternoon. It had Cate Blanchett being beautiful and 
sickening, and it had lots of panoramic shots of San Francisco and Marin County. 
 When we walked out of the theater I told him I’d liked the movie, because I hadn’t hated 
it. 
 “I could not abide it,” he said, and I laughed, thinking he was joking and speaking the 
way Cate Blanchett did in the movie, but it became clear that he wasn’t. 
 “It was medieval,” he said. “It was like watching a stoning.” 
 I said that was melodramatic, and he said that Woody Allen had made a piece of torture 
porn and had clearly never interacted with a poor person. 
 “I can’t see how you watched the same movie I did and you’re not offended,” he said. 
 “Christ,” I said, “I take it back. I didn’t like the movie. It was garbage.” We’d arrived at 
the car, which we’d parked a few blocks from the theater. 
 He unlocked the passenger door and opened it for me. “Don’t patronize me,” he said. 
“You’re entitled to your opinion.” 
 On the way home we stopped at the convenience store by our apartment to buy beer and 
pasta sauce. I stayed in the car while he went inside. He left the keys so I could listen to the 
radio. We kept it tuned to one of the city’s Spanish stations. The sun was just starting to lower in 
the sky, and the edges of the clouds were pinkening. 
 A man knocked on my window and I jumped before I rolled it down. He was young like 
us, and his face and eyes were brown. He wore a thin black mustache and a red trucker hat. He 
asked for money for the taco truck that was parked behind the store. 
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 “How many tacos are you going to buy?” I asked him. He said he planned to buy six, so I 
gave him a ten-dollar bill. He crumpled the bill in his hand, and I saw that the skin around his 
fingernails was cracked and a little bloody. 
 “Thank you,” he said. 
 “De nada,” I said. 
 He grinned and said something rapidly in Spanish I couldn’t understand. 
 “Lo siento,” I said, “pero no lo entiendo, mi español es rusty.” 
 “Rusty?” he asked, still grinning. “Qué significa rusty?” 
 “Rusty significa malo,” I said. “My Spanish is not very good. I don’t speak it very 
much.” 
 The man laughed a short spurting laugh and leaned forward so that his face was inside the 
car. “You will have to practice,” he said. He winked. 
 The man I lived with appeared behind the one I’d given money to. 
 “He needed money for the taco truck,” I explained. 
 When we got back to our apartment he put the beer on the floor instead of in the fridge 
and then he pushed me onto the love seat and undressed me from the waist down, not speaking 
and clenching his jaw. He finished quietly and almost immediately, and then he went to the 
kitchen to make the pasta. While he did that I stayed lying on the love seat, my bare legs hanging 
over an armrest, not really upset but feeling like I should be. 
 
 It was in the middle of August, after two months and eight checks, that Ryan Tuck sent 
an email asking me to meet him for coffee. I wrote back and asked whether we could instead go 
to a bar, which is where I preferred to meet new people. I suggested one a couple of miles north 
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of our apartment, right on a bus route. It was near a residential neighborhood and in the same 
building as a small organic grocery store. He wrote back that he would meet me there the next 
evening at eight and that he was very happy with the work I’d done so far. I kept these plans to 
myself. 
 Ryan Tuck was a few years older than the headshot on his website. He was already seated 
at the bar when I walked in, and he’d ordered two beers. 
 “A gift for you,” he said, pushing one of them to me. 
 We had eight beers between us, and we sat with our barstools close together. Ryan Tuck 
was very good at conversation. He did most of the talking but he didn’t leave me behind. I was 
careful not to mention that in two weeks I would be moving to the house on the east side of the 
city, where the subjects of his oral histories lived. I was less careful about mentioning the person 
who would be moving there with me, but this didn’t come up. 
 Ryan Tuck asked me what my aspirations were, and I told him that my only aspiration 
was not to be the sort of person who had aspirations. He laughed a lot at that. He thought that 
was clever. He called me Oscara Wilde. 
 It was not until we had left the bar, and I was preparing to cross the street to the bus stop, 
that Ryan Tuck asked if I’d like to come with him instead. 
 “I live with someone,” I said. 
 He nodded like he knew that already. “And yet he’s not here,” he said. He said it like a 
knowledgeable television father. 
 I walked with Ryan Tuck to his car, which he’d parked on one of the residential streets, 
but then I changed my mind. Ryan Tuck braced his arms on either side of me against the car and 
asked me why. 
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 “I’m not going to change my mind again,” I said. “This is my final answer.” 
 Ryan Tuck laughed and put his fingers in my hair. 
 “I bet he’s a good guy,” he said. He inhaled slowly and exhaled loudly. “I bet he keeps 
you safe.” 
 “He sprained my wrist once,” I said. 
 Ryan Tuck lifted my wrist that hadn’t been injured and kissed it on the veins. 
 “I keep myself safe,” I said. That made Ryan Tuck laugh again. He leaned forward and 
covered my body like he was trying to hide it. 
 “But where is he now,” he mumbled, and he sounded like he was talking to himself. 
“Where is the knight in shining armor?” 
 I told Ryan Tuck that I was definitely not going to change my mind again and that I was 
taking the bus home. He blew wet breath into my face, and then he stepped back. He clasped his 
hands behind his back. 
 “Okay,” he said. “Take the bus home.” 
 On the mostly empty bus I sat next to a woman who held a bulging gray garbage bag on 
her lap. Her skin was cloudy brown and she wore a pink velour sweatsuit. I asked her what was 
in the garbage bag. 
 “My children’s old shoes,” she said. “Their feet are getting bigger.” She reached into the 
garbage bag and pulled out a pair of small dirty sneakers with frayed laces. “Do you have 
children?” she asked me. 
 I told her I didn’t. 
 She placed the sneakers on my lap with as much care as if they were alive. “For later,” 
she said. 
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 When I got back to the apartment I put the sneakers in the closet next to our other shoes 
and then I sat on the love seat, planning to stay up until he got home, but I fell asleep sitting up. I 
woke up when he opened the door. He was carrying a takeout container and didn’t seem 
surprised to see me there. 
 “There was a magazine launch party,” he said. He sat next to me on the love seat and 
opened the container. “Leftover chickpea fries.” 
 They were thick and spongy rectangular prisms, and there was marinara sauce to dip 
them in. We sat together and ate the entire box like it was an assignment. 
 “A woman on the bus gave me a pair of children’s shoes tonight,” I said. 
 “Why were you on the bus?” he asked. 
 “I got bored,” I said. “I wanted to go somewhere.” 
 He didn’t ask anything else about it, which felt strategic. 
 When we lay down on the mattress together to sleep I said, “It’ll be nice when we get a 
real bed.” 
 He stretched out his body so his feet spilled over the edge of the mattress. “It will 
indeed,” he said. He laughed, cheerlessly. “Real bed, fewer wrist injuries.” 
 “You’ve really got to stop about that,” I said. 
 He rolled over on his side with his arms crossed and looked me mock-seriously in the 
face. “All right,” he said. “Never again shall I speak of the fateful day.” Which made me smile, 
even though I knew it wasn’t true. 
 
 Moving out of the apartment didn’t take much time, but it took more than we expected. 
We put the love seat back by the curb where we’d found it. We deflated the air mattress and 
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folded it into an unwieldy cube. We carefully laid the fragile, three-wheeled drink cart on its side 
in the trunk of the car. 
 It took three trips to drive everything from the apartment to the house on the east side of 
the city. While we packed and drove he talked enthusiastically about biking to work, about 
building bonfires in the backyard, about meeting new neighbors and being part of a community. 
He made it sound like we were going to summer camp. 
 After we put our last load (dishes, clothing) into the car, we walked through the 
apartment one more time to make sure. I went out to the patio to look at the emergency room 
again before we left for good. 
 He joined me and put his hand on my back. “It was a good apartment,” he said, and I 
agreed. The fat and brilliant sun was lowering, and the sky looked perfect for the occasion. 
 Two shrieking ambulances went past our patio and stopped by the emergency room’s 
entrance. We watched the EMTs leap out of the vans and unload the stretchers. One of the 
stretchers carried a woman, not much older than us, with blood matted in her thin yellow hair 
and a leg bent the wrong way. The other carried a boy who looked nine, lying so straight and 
neat that he could only be dead. Both were wearing oxygen masks. 
 He pulled me closer and sucked in his breath. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to that,” he 
said. Through his shirt I could feel his sweat, from the moving and the heat, and it dully repulsed 
me. 
 “I’m used to it,” I said. “I’m tired of it.” 
 We didn’t say anything else to each other on the patio. We just watched the EMTs take 
the mother and her child, or the sister and her brother, or the babysitter and her charge, or the 
strangers, inside. Then we left the apartment and locked the door and left the key under the mat 
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for the next tenants, and we drove across the city to another place to live. Halfway through the 
drive the sun set, and I reminded him to turn the headlights on. 
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Roy Cohn 
 
You have a jaw exactly like Roy Cohn, I said to a certain man when I met him at a 
gathering, and since he didn’t know who Roy Cohn was I had to explain. He was from Belarus 
originally, which could explain why he didn’t know. 
 I’m not favorable to take that as a compliment, he said after I explained who Roy Cohn 
was. His English was very good but the little roughages like “favorable” betrayed him. 
 I laughed like that was a hilarious thing to say and then I composed myself. Now tell me 
who I look like, I said. I summoned my feminine wiles. I could tell he didn’t want to answer the 
question. I could tell he would rather be talking to someone else.  
Someone had put on Joni Mitchell’s Blue. 
 Do you like Joni Mitchell, I asked him. He didn’t know who that was either. 
 Oh my Lord Jesus Christ, I said, she’s amazing, you really ought to know Joni Mitchell’s 
music, I don’t exaggerate when I say she’ll change your entire life. He nodded and took a sip out 
of his bottle of beer. It was really obvious that he wanted to be talking to someone else. He 
wasn’t even pretending to look at me anymore. 
 What is Belarus like, I asked him. He wandered to another corner of the room to talk to 
someone else. 
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 It was a gathering at which I did not know many people. I leaned against the wall and 
drank out of a disposable plastic cup in which I had mixed gin and tap water. I had previously 
resolved to stay until midnight at least. 
 A woman named Eliza, who was hosting and who works at the same office as me (ergo 
my invitation to the gathering), approached me. Are you enjoying yourself, she asked. I said that 
I was, and then I remarked on how the man who had a jaw like Roy Cohn had a jaw like Roy 
Cohn. Eliza looked over at him.  
 Oh yes, she said, his name is Mitya, he’s from Belarus. 
 I know he’s from Belarus, I said, he told me that himself. Immediately I worried that I 
had sounded offputting and defensive. I definitely knew that I had sounded offputting and 
defensive when the muscles in Eliza’s face fluttered and twitched under her skin. 
 Sorry, I said, I didn’t mean to sound offputting and defensive, how do you know Mitya, 
why did you invite him to your gathering? 
 He works with Bart, Eliza said, he’s new to the company. Bart is Eliza’s boyfriend who 
works at a consulting firm. 
 Has Bart noticed how Mitya has a jaw exactly like Roy Cohn, I asked. 
 Eliza smiled like she felt sorry for me. You know, she said, I’m having trouble 
remembering who Roy Cohn is. I really didn’t feel like explaining about Roy Cohn twice in one 
night, so I just said he was a hockey player because I know Eliza has extremely limited hockey 
knowledge. 
 A hockey player, Eliza said, I bet Mitya would love to hear that he looks like a hockey 
player, because Bart tells me Mitya is a sports enthusiast. She touched my arm. That’s a lovely 
jacket you’ve got on, she said. 
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 Thanks, I said, it’s corduroy. 
 It’s great, she said. She leaned over and wet- kissed me on the cheek. I’m so glad you 
could come, she said, this is a lot of fun isn’t it. Then she walked back to the kitchen, where she 
was serving some cheese and pretzels, which she had to monitor. 
 My drink tasted warm and like it was addled with benign bacteria. Roy Cohn was still 
talking in a distant corner to distant people. I decided to approach him again. I crossed the room 
in a royal manner. 
 Hello, I said casually. 
 Roy Cohn was talking to a couple whose constituents were tall and physically attractive. 
He looked at me like he’d forgotten who I was. Oh hi, he said, you’ve followed me over here. 
 At this I cackled. Oh Roy, I said, you have such a humorous spirit. 
 My name is Mitya, Roy said. 
 The tall and physically attractive couple constituents were beginning to look annoyed. 
 I put my drink on top of a nearby bookshelf and then I leaned against the bookshelf, 
crossing my arms and my ankles like I was a dignified statue in a park. I’m sorry, I said, it’s just 
that you look so much like Roy Cohn. I turned my attention to the couple. Do you folks know 
who Roy Cohn is, I asked. 
 He was a real prick is what he was, said the male couple constituent. 
 This is what I suspected, Roy said. 
 It really is a subject up for debate, I said. 
 The female couple constituent whispered in the male’s ear. The male nodded. Sorry, he 
said, but we’ve got to get going, the baby’s at home with her grandmother. He shook Roy Cohn’s 
hand. Very nice to meet you, Mitya, he said, we’ll have to have that tennis game next week.  
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 Tennis, I exclaimed with charm, what a sporting way to spend one’s time! 
 What, Roy said. 
 The couple looked at Roy sympathetically. The male constituent raised his eyebrows. 
Have fun, he said. Roy also raised his eyebrows and pressed his lips together. 
 Then the couple left and it was just me and Roy again. Roy’s eyes were searching the 
room for someone else to talk to. 
  I smiled coyly. So Roy, I said. 
 My God, he said, it’s Mitya, can’t you please get that information in your brain. 
 I tossed my head in laughter and I clutched at his shirt sleeve. Oh, Roy, I said, you really 
are a card. I considered whether now would be an appropriate moment to nestle my head on his 
shoulder and perhaps purr like a sensual cat. 
 Roy brushed my hand away, not forcefully, but like it took the least amount of effort 
anyone has ever exerted on a task. I ought really to go, he said, I must go thank Bart and Eliza 
before I leave. And then he left to allegedly go do that. 
 I picked my drink up off the bookshelf and drank some of it and then spit it back into the 
cup. Out of my peripheral vision I saw a group of people watch me do this. They appeared 
disgusted and amused. The Joni Mitchell record was on “My Old Man” and I sang along softly to 
myself, leaning my head on the wall with my eyes closed. Even though my eyes were closed I 
could feel the stares on me. Evidently it was not the sort of gathering where this was common 
behavior. 
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Calvin Coolidge 
 
We were all having dinner at an Ethiopian restaurant on a Tuesday. A few of us had 
ordered beers to drink and the others had ordered coffee. Someone had started asking around the 
table about people’s namesakes. Factions of us knew each other well, but as a group we were 
mostly acquaintances. 
 When the question got to Cal he told us he was named after Calvin Coolidge, as in the 
thirtieth president. His wife Rose nodded vigorously to confirm.  
 “The most boring president,” said Marcus. 
 “Not necessarily true,” said my husband, who enjoys refuting people. Someone sighed. 
 “Wait,” said Gloria, holding her arms out from her body, “you’ve got to explain. Why 
Calvin Coolidge? What’s that about?” 
 Cal looked like he wished he hadn’t said anything. “When I was a kid, I had this paper 
fan with all the faces and names of the presidents on it,” he said. “My mother bought it for me 
one day at the toy store. I showed it to my father when we got home, and he sat down with me 
and pointed at each president one by one and said bad, bad, bad, bad on each one. When he got 
to Calvin Coolidge he said, decent.” 
 Valerie snorted. She was with Marcus and in graduate school and younger than the rest of 
us.  
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 Then the waiter brought the big bowl of food, with the tart spongy bread and all of the 
stews in heaps on top of it.  
 “Turn the lentils toward me,” Gloria said. “I love the lentils.” 
 We started eating and didn’t talk about anything except the food for a while. Marcus 
asked the waiter for a fork, which made Valerie snort again.  
 “I don’t like to eat with my hands,” Marcus said to her. “I don’t really like to touch my 
food.” 
 “That’s fine,” Valerie said, “it just won’t be authentic.” 
 Marcus and my husband know each other well because they were hired at the same time 
in the university’s economics department, so my husband and I discuss Valerie frequently.  We 
like to make guesses about her personal history – about whether she came from money or 
whether her parents had divorced or whether she had ever been a vegetarian. We make guesses 
like this because it’s fun and also because we have a daughter in college, and we don’t want her 
to be like Valerie when she’s older. 
 We had all been eating without talking for a minute when Gloria swallowed and gathered 
herself theatrically. 
 “I’m sorry,” she said to Cal. “I’m still thinking about Calvin Coolidge. I just find that so 
interesting.” 
 Lyn, who hadn’t been talking much, caught the waiter’s arm as he glided by our table and 
asked for another beer. 
 Cal’s mouth was full so Rose spoke for him. “Cal’s father was a real all-American type,” 
she said. “A dying breed.” 
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 “Not necessarily a bad breed to die,” my husband said. I saw Valerie attempt and fail to 
catch my husband’s eye in a smirking sexual way, which I found funny. 
 “That’s terrible,” Gloria said. “That’s in very poor taste.” She placed a territorial hand on 
Lyn’s knee, like she needed backup. Lyn looked at Gloria’s hand with detachment. 
 “No, it’s fine,” Cal said. “My father was a real piece of work.” 
 “The stuff of Russian novels,” Rose said. None of us knew what she meant. 
 “Calvin Coolidge was famously laconic,” I said. I hadn’t said anything for most of 
dinner. 
 “Famously misguided,” Valerie said. She’d been one of the people drinking beer, so I 
excused her for this. I could tell that Cal wanted the conversation to move to another topic. 
 When the check came it was an ordeal to split up. Gloria and Lyn ended up paying more 
than their share, which was fine with Gloria because she makes the most money of all of us and 
likes opportunities to demonstrate it. We all said goodbye in the parking lot, without hugs or 
handshakes, and we went in pairs to our respective cars. 
 “I’d always thought Cal was named for Cal Ripken, Jr.,” my husband said on the drive 
home. 
 “Learn something new every day,” I said. 
 My husband drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “I can’t even remember anything 
Calvin Coolidge did,” he said. 
 I put my feet on the dashboard. “There won’t be a test,” I said. 
 “That’s not the point,” said my husband. 
 We hit a red light. We were the only ones there. 
 “Who are you named for?” my husband asked. 
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 “Are you serious?” I said. 
 “I forgot.” 
 “My paternal grandmother.” 
 “That’s right,” my husband said, “that’s right.” The light stayed red. 
 “You met my paternal grandmother,” I said. “You came to her funeral.” 
 “I know, I know,” my husband said. “It’s bad. We’re getting old.” 
 “We’re not decrepit,” I said. 
 “Jesus,” he said. “This doesn’t have to be a thing.” 
 The light turned green and we kept moving towards home.  
 “Poor Cal,” said my husband as he turned onto our street. As we approached our house I 
saw that he’d left the light on in the upstairs bathroom. 
 My husband pulled the car into the driveway. “Poor Cal,” he said again, and I honestly 
didn’t know why he’d had to say that twice, or even once. 
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The Metalworker 
 
The metalworker says he is going to make her a ring to wear on her index finger. He 
makes wedding rings for a lot of his customers, but this isn’t what that is. He says he is going to 
engrave the inside of her ring with a secret message, and then he is going to weld the ring to her 
finger so she’ll never know what the secret message is, but her skin would know, if her skin only 
had eyes and a literate brain. 
 “Great,” she says, kicking off the sheets. “Make me that ring.” 
 The metalworker lives above his business, which is on the same street as the house she 
lives in for now. The street is in a part of town with feeble streetlights and two new wine bars. 
He has a big goofy mastiff named Ham that licks their feet while they sleep. When she stays 
there she wakes up with feet that feel sticky and stale. 
 
 She is starting to come to terms with the metalworker’s facial disfigurement. It’s not the 
kind that drags the whole face down with it. If she stands back from him and closes one eye and 
holds her hand over the disfigurement, his face is perfectly normal – actually, it’s very nice. And 
somehow that seems even less fair. 
 The metalworker has a healthy attitude, about his facial disfigurement. 
 “I’m Vulcan,” he says. “I’m the ugly Roman god of the forge.” 
 “But you’re not ugly,” she says. “There’s just an ugly thing attached to you.” 
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 She can say things like this to the metalworker and he won’t even blink. He is like a 
backboard. 
 The metalworker refuses to give himself titles, like “artist” or “craftsman.” She once 
introduced him to a friend as an artist and it was the closest she’d ever seen him to being 
offended. 
 “Whoa whoa whoa,” he’d said, frantically waving his hands. 
  He couldn’t just relax and be an artist for five minutes. The metalworker has got all of 
this pointless integrity. 
 
 The metalworker says things to her that, previously, she didn’t think actual people said. 
He says things like “I positively burn for you” and “I could die in love with you,” without a fleck 
of irony. He seduces when he doesn’t need to anymore. 
 There was one time, soon after they’d begun, when she’d noticed a flea calmly sitting on 
his shoulder. It didn’t budge until they’d stopped, at which point it hopped off his shoulder and 
into the sheets, as though dismounting a horse. 
 
 The metalworker does most of his work in the afternoons, and while he’s doing that she 
sits in the shop with him and reads the local independent weekly arts and culture newspaper. 
There was one week when the metalworker was on the cover, brandishing tools and wearing a 
protective mask. The headline said, “WIELDER OF FORTUNE.” 
 “You’re famous,” she said, holding up the cover to show him. 
 “What,” he yelled over the noise. 
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 The story had more photos than text. In one of the pictures the metalworker was 
crouching down next to Ham, who looked glum. 
 “Ham,” she said, holding the photo to Ham’s face, “you’re in the paper.” Ham burped. 
 The metalworker’s most puzzling quote from the article was about how metalwork made 
him feel like an American pioneer. 
 “What does that mean?” she asked him when he took a break. “Like Little House on the 
Prairie?” 
 The metalworker wiped his face and kissed her cheek. “Got to give the people what they 
want,” he said. 
 
 What, she often asks herself, will she ultimately gain from the metalworker. Lately she 
thinks of her life as a safety deposit box that can be fed and raided. 
 She has figured out that he is his work, which she didn’t think was still an option for 
being. She, on the other hand, makes money by working at a bank. It feels ignoble, or profane, to 
put those two things – a metalworker and a woman who works at a bank – side by side. 
 It also means she pays for dinner more than half the time, which doesn’t bother the 
metalworker at all. Sometimes he calls her his sugar daddy – an imperfect analogy, because the 
metalworker never stays at her house, because Ham can’t stay home alone and Ham can’t stay in 
homes that aren’t his. He claims.  
Sometimes she feels like Ham is president. 
 
When she was young she had a fantasy. The fantasy was this: she was married to the sort 
of man who shook people’s hands and held open doors, and he worked an important and high-
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paying job that she didn’t understand and didn’t want to understand, and they had children 
unacquainted with adversity, and a well-decorated house, and she spent her free time playing 
tennis and going to booze-soaked book clubs. 
A fantasy that shames her now. A fantasy that upsets her stomach. 
But there are times she still wonders about how she’d get to there from all the way over 
here. 
  
 A recent evening she arrived at the metalworker’s to find a metal plate the size of 
cafeteria tray, engraved with her name, on one of his work tables. The metalworker was standing 
beside it with his arms crossed and his face beaming like a student. 
 After she told him it was beautiful she said, “What am I supposed to do with this?” She 
realized that sounded harsh, so she revised herself and said, “What is this for?”, which of course 
was no better. 
 “Nothing,” he said. “I’m going to melt it back down tomorrow.” 
 She hadn’t expected this to hurt her.  
“Do it tonight,” she said. 
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Bitch 
 
That is what a man sitting near me on the municipal bus called a woman as she was 
getting up from her seat and bumped his knee in the process. I was a few seats down, taking the 
bus to the end of its route, to the beach at the west edge of the city. 
 The woman, who looked in her fifties and was carrying a canvas bag of groceries, halted 
like someone had jerked her back on a leash. She stared at the man expectantly, as though 
waiting for him to apologize or attack. The man looked at the floor of the bus and bounced his 
knees up and down. He looked thirty or so – an age I could conceive as being my own, but it still 
seemed distant. He wore a shriveled baseball cap and glasses with thick black rims, their lenses 
the kind that darken when you go out into the sun. 
 The woman said, “That was very rude.” 
 The man called her the same thing again, more loudly, and then said it repeatedly until 
she got off the bus. On her way out several people looked at her with sympathy. One, a boy in 
high school, patted her shoulder, and she looked at him briefly and hungrily, with a certain lust. 
 Once the bus started moving again the man resumed his smooth and lilting rant about 
Satan, which I’d been listening to the way I listened to public radio. 
 I was going to the beach to walk until I hit Golden Gate Park, where I was meeting 
someone for a date. His name was Cormac, and he was from Ireland originally, but he’d gone to 
college in Oregon and his parents lived in Singapore. Whenever we were together we talked 
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about books, which was more competitive than it was communal. He read more than anyone I’d 
ever met, probably because he was both college-educated and unemployed.  
The way we’d met was that he’d approached me at a park in another part of the city while 
I was sitting on a bench reading an anthropological history of debt. Later that week we’d gone to 
a bookstore to see one of his former college classmates, Rod, give a reading. Rod had written a 
bestselling mystery novel called Phantom Man, which he claimed to have spent a lot of time 
researching on the Deep Web, which I didn’t believe. I did believe that he’d possibly paid 
someone to do the research for him. Rod seemed like the sort of person for whom users of the 
Deep Web lie in wait. His skin looked like biscuit dough, and he wore purple socks and a purple 
pocket square, and he had combed his feathery infantile hair into a swoop, and he was very eager 
to talk about his “process.” 
 As the bus rolled down Judah the man with the glasses began to gently and repeatedly 
ram his face into the bony hip of a woman standing in front of him, who was holding a baby. The 
woman looked annoyed but unalarmed. The baby was asleep. 
 He got off the bus a few stops before the end of the route, and when the doors shut behind 
him a couple of people clapped. I looked out the window and saw him standing uncertainly on 
the sidewalk, with his hands resting against his thighs. 
 At the beach I walked along the edge of the tide and looked at clusters of people sprawled 
on the dry sand with boom boxes and magazines and dogs. I saw a group of teenagers and 
wondered why they weren’t in school until I remembered it was a Saturday. It was April and still 
too cold to take off my shoes. 
  I was in San Francisco because I was spending time away from a college that was on the 
other side of the country, which Cormac admired – to him this had the flavor of rebellion, and he 
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was a person who still got infatuated by rebellion. I was living across the bay in Oakland, which 
was cheaper than living in the city, and I’d found some work at the Noe Valley branch of the 
public library, but I’d still go back to school with my savings gone. Cormac was living on the 
remainder of a writing grant he’d received months ago from a foundation established to preserve 
the humanities. He lived in an expensive apartment in the Mission, where he was long-term 
house-sitting for a former professor. Here he spent most of his time rewriting the first eight 
hundred words of an essay on Edna O’Brien, which he hoped to eventually publish in the Los 
Angeles Review of Books. I was both grateful and offended that he hadn’t asked me to read them. 
 The nights I stayed with Cormac were certainly motivated by desire, but they also tended 
to be the nights when I worked the next morning and wanted to save the time and money of the 
commute across the bay. 
 I reached the large boulder at the end of the beach, under the edge of the Great Highway. 
For a minute I sat at the foot of the boulder and looked at the ocean. Then I walked up to the park 
to meet Cormac at Spreckels Lake. 
 When I got there he was sitting at the edge of the lake with his feet in the water, and he 
had a paper bag beside him with sandwiches in it. He handed one to me.  
 “No animals were harmed in the making of this sandwich,” he said. Until he’d told me he 
was Irish, I hadn’t noticed that Cormac spoke Irishly, but after that it was most of what I thought 
about when I was listening to him. 
  We ate and talked about what we’d been reading. I’d been reading a literary memoir 
he’d given me, and he’d been reading an obscure and outdated piece of Communist theory. 
Everything I recommended to him he’d already read or already decided not to read. He asked 
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how I liked the book he’d given me, and I said I liked the part about the author taking opium on a 
Mexican beach. 
 He smiled and pinched the back of my neck. “I thought you might,” he said. 
 He was always doing that, pinching the back of my neck, like he’d read somewhere that it 
was a pressure point that would instantly subdue a subject. There were times when I wondered 
whether he’d prefer me catatonic. 
 After we ate we got up and walked over to look at the bison paddock. The bison were all 
standing far apart, like they’d been individually quarantined. Occasionally one of them wandered 
a few feet and then stopped again. 
 “It would be strange to be a bison,” I said. “First I’ll stand here, now I’ll stand over here. 
Now I’ll stand over here. Now I’ll eat some grass.” 
  Cormac leaned into the fence with his arms crossed. “I doubt it’s even that nuanced,” he 
said. To our right there were three fortyish men in suits, eating popsicles and staring at the bison 
in silent wonder. 
 “There was a guy on the bus over here,” I said. “He predicted Satan’s coming and 
insulted a woman and then started head-butting another woman and her baby.” 
 He smiled at me with closed lips, like he was watching a play he’d seen before. 
“Charming,” he said. “Did you take notes?” 
 I asked him how that could possibly be his reaction to my innocuous bus anecdote. 
 “I’m sorry,” he said. “It just sounded like you were about to romanticize the mentally ill.” 
 “No,” I said. “I was just telling you a story about a person on the bus.” 
 One of the bison produced a thunderous snort and then lay down, wearily, like it had no 
other choice. 
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 Cormac squeezed my wrist. “Should we head back my way?” he asked. 
 I said that’d be fine. 
 We caught the bus on Fulton Street and found some room to stand. We held onto the 
overhead straps and he wedged one of his feet in between mine to keep us from falling over.  
 “I think I’m really about to move forward with this essay,” he said. “It feels like a 
tectonic shift is nigh.” 
 I said that was great. The bus rumbled down Fulton past the blocks of conjoined pastel 
houses, past a woman carrying a small poodle in her arms, its leash dragging on the ground 
behind them. I was just getting used to how all the physical matter in the city took the sunshine 
and integrated it into its own constitution, like it had digested it. I liked how that radiance had 
ceased to amaze me and had started to feel regular, and I dreaded how I knew I’d soon distill it 
into a prepared remark. In a month I’d go back, and people would ask about my time away, and I 
would say that the weather was incredible and the sun shone all the time. 
 When the bus stopped at 9th Avenue the man with the glasses got on it. I tapped 
Cormac’s chest. “That’s the guy I told you about earlier,” I said. 
 Cormac’s body shrunk and stiffened slightly. “Small city,” he said. His fingers pulled 
harder at the strap. 
 The other people standing on the bus shuffled and shifted to make room. The man was 
speaking on the same topic as before, and he moved through the people like a celebrity and chose 
a spot by us. He leaned partially against my shoulder and braced his hand against the window. 
 “Do you want to move?” Cormac asked. 
 “No,” I said, “we’ll be fine.” 
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 The man clutched my arm and said that the devil was coming for me. The rims of his 
glasses dug into my temple.  
 “Let’s move down,” said Cormac.  
 “I don’t want to,” I said.  
 “Look,” he said, “it’s silly to be uncomfortable just to prove something. I believe you. I 
believe you’re well-adjusted to life in an urban area.” 
 “I’m not uncomfortable,” I said, “and I don’t want to move.” 
 The man looked at my face, and I saw that he recognized me from earlier. He rocked his 
weight against me. Behind the lightening lenses of his glasses there was something confessional. 
 He called me a bitch, almost inaudibly. 
 Cormac said, “We’re getting off at the next stop.” 
 The man gripped harder at my arm, like he was slipping off a ledge. I felt the bite of his 
fingernails in my skin, which hurt, but I accepted it like an injection of something healthy. The 
lenses of his glasses were almost back to being clear, and I could see that he knew I wasn’t going 
to get off at the next stop, that I was going to stay and listen for a minute. 
 “Bitch,” he said, “bitch, bitch, you fucking bitch,” soft as he was rocking me to sleep. 
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Texarkana 
 
 Here, they thought, was what they could do in the meantime: they would drive to 
Texarkana. Their degrees were cemented in diplomas, their lease was ending, and in a week they 
would disperse – Rex to Montgomery, Gin and Ollie to Philadelphia, Nathanael to his parents in 
Atlanta. To let two years of living in the same house conclude without any kind of ceremony 
didn’t seem right to anybody. A road trip, and to a place like Texarkana – now that positively 
reeked with ceremony. 
 They planned the whole thing on the floor of their empty living room. They’d moved out 
all the furniture – the salvageable pieces donated to Goodwill, the unsalvageable to the dumpster. 
They crowded around Nathanael’s laptop and got comfortable using each other and extra 
pillows. 
 “Looks easy enough,” Nathanael said with an expert’s authority, though all he’d done 
was ask Google’s map service for directions. “I-fifty-five north, then I-forty west, then I-thirty 
west.” 
 “Westward ho!” cried Ollie. He was a little drunk. 
 Rex, who had cousins in Little Rock, said he’d taken forty west through Arkansas before. 
“Drove past two dead armadillos,” he said. “Two separate dead armadillos.” 
 Gin said that sounded depressing, but also sort of beautiful. 
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 “Armadillos,” said Ollie, “are basically dinosaurs.” Gin batted him on the head like a cat 
would. 
 Nathanael was studying the City of Texarkana website. On its right-hand side there was 
an image of a blue Texas and a red Arkansas – “Presumably not politically significant colors,” he 
said – with a star marking the city on their barely-bordering border, and across the whole thing: 
“Twice as Nice!” 
 “God,” Gin said, looking over his shoulder. “This is almost too darling.” 
 Rex stood up and went to the kitchen and asked who needed more to drink. 
 “Me,” said Ollie. 
 “Not you,” said Gin. 
 Ollie acted annoyed, at Gin policing him like this, but he wasn’t annoyed. It gave him a 
quiet little joy. It made him feel like he wasn’t crazy for thinking they ought to go ahead and get 
married. 
 Now Nathanael was looking at the website for The Texarkana Gazette. “Listen to this 
headline,” he called, so Rex could hear from the kitchen. “‘Woman pleads not guilty in fellow 
square dancer’s murder.’” 
 “You made that up,” Rex said. 
 “Swear to Jesus,” said Nathanael. 
 The plans didn’t take long to fall together. They would leave tomorrow at ten. They 
found the address for a chain motel, and they decided they would take Gin’s car, since it was the 
biggest. “As long as I don’t have to drive,” Gin said. 
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 Rex said Gin always used being a woman to get out of responsibility, which made Ollie’s 
nostrils start to flare, and Gin told them both to settle down, feeling like Elizabeth I. She liked 
being the only woman in the house. It gave her the edge. 
 Nathanael shut his laptop and said he was going to bed, meaning he was going to go to 
his room and sleep on top of his bedding on the carpeted floor. His parents had come with a U-
Haul to pick up his mattress and desk and dresser and had driven it all back to Atlanta after the 
graduation ceremony. Ollie said he was getting tired too. 
 “Not yet,” said Gin, poking his stomach meaningfully. “Not yet.” Ollie grinned. 
 Rex was lying on the floor with his ankles crossed and his hands folded on his chest like 
a corpse. “You two,” he said, flatly. He closed his eyes. 
 They’d started renting the house during the summer before their third year there, at Ole 
Miss. They called it Rowan Broke – not because they didn’t have money (their parents paid their 
rent), but because everything in the house was always broken. Jeff, the maintenance man, came 
almost every two weeks to fix a showerhead or a doorknob. Gin in particular adored living in a 
house that always needed repair. She had loved arriving breathless to a class and baiting the 
person next to her with frustrated sighs until they asked what was wrong and she got to explain 
what was falling apart that week. It made her feel like an adult, who had adult problems. 
 Of course, living in a run-down house in Oxford with three of her friends was one thing. 
Living in an apartment in Philadelphia, with her boyfriend and no one else, would be another. 
That was a level of adulthood she wouldn’t be able to play with or perform, because there would 
be no one to watch. But a fortunate thing had happened: Ollie had gotten a job. Through his 
fraternity’s alumni network, a company had hired him to help them write advertisements, and 
they were going to give him health benefits and a salary of such an amount that Gin wouldn’t 
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even have to work if she didn’t want to. When Gin called her mother in Jackson to tell her this, 
her mother had literally squealed into the phone. Gin had agreed that the news was good, but she 
added that she hoped Ollie’s job wouldn’t end up eclipsing her own goals. It was 2013, and she’d 
majored in journalism, and she intended to become Joan Didion. 
 “But this is the perfect setup,” her mother had said. After all, Ollie would earn the money, 
and she would be free to write. “Really,” she’d said, “what could be more liberating than that?” 
 Gin had dutifully scolded the second-wave vocabulary, but she secretly acknowledged 
that her mother had a point. 
 Maybe she should feel more worried about just banking her life on another person like 
this, she thought as she watched Ollie drunkenly sprawling on the floor, trying to tickle Rex’s 
feet. If Ollie left her, she wouldn’t be suicidal, but she would have a lot of rearranging to do. But 
Ollie wouldn’t leave her. There had been the time in February, when she’d briefly thought she 
was pregnant, and Ollie, who still got nervous merging onto the highway, hadn’t been scared. 
When they’d found out everything was fine, he’d said he was as relieved as she was, but in his 
face she’d seen actual traces of disappointment. She didn’t believe that Ollie wanted to have a 
baby with her just yet. But she could tell that the proximity of such a thing – and such a thing 
with her – had enchanted him. For him it had the luster of a previously strictly mental scenario 
coming to life. 
 “Seriously,” Nathanael said, halfway to his room. “I’m going to bed.” Everyone said 
good night. 
 Nathanael went to bed, and Rex pretended to be dead, and Ollie straddled his chest and 
begged him to wake up like a child. Gin watched them playing their game on the floor and 
thought for a moment that they looked like animals in a zoo. 
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 Rex was the first one up, which was usual. Rising early was something he did naturally, 
but soon after they’d all moved into the house he turned it into ritual. It was the only time of day 
when solitude was guaranteed. 
 Getting up first also meant that Rex got to make the coffee as strong as he liked. No one 
else measured, and they always under-guessed, and then they all just drank it like nothing was 
wrong. 
 While he waited for the coffee to brew Rex sat at the kitchen table and watched the sun 
lighten the backyard. Texarkana – it was the stuff of honky-tonk songs. Nathanael was easily 
seduced by that kind of thing, which, Rex, knew, was why he’d suggested it as a destination. Rex 
and Nathanael had grown up in Atlanta together, and they’d come to Ole Miss as roommates. As 
soon as they’d moved into their dorm room, Nathanael had been the one who’d insisted they 
“branch out” and acquire new friends, but it was Rex who made better first impressions. Rex was 
tall, with darkly blonde hair people often asked to touch, and he always looked sleepy, and he 
spoke just enough to make people wonder about him. Nathanael worked too hard. He laughed 
eagerly, unselectively. His go-to anecdote was telling people how he was named after Nathanael 
Greene. 
 But, Nathanael had brought them Gin. That first semester, they’d both been at an interest 
meeting for the campus newspaper, and Nathanael had invited her back to his room to play her 
his blues albums. Gin, though from Jackson, had claimed to be unfamiliar with the blues. 
 Nathanael had not thought Rex would be in the room when they got there. 
 “Gin, Rex; Rex, Gin,” Nathanael said, with uncharacteristic curtness. 
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 Rex nodded. “How do you do,” he said. He’d found the women he’d met so far tended to 
wilt, charmed half to death, under this soupy line. He figured it made them think of cowboys, or 
politicians. 
 Gin didn’t seem wilted. “I’m here to receive an education,” she said, watching with 
amusement as Nathanael scrambled to find Muddy Waters in his computer’s music library. 
Immediately Rex had felt like she was letting him in on a joke. 
 The first and only time they’d slept together he hadn’t told her it was his first time doing 
that, and she hadn’t told him until a year later that she could tell.  
 Down the hall the door to Gin’s official and Ollie’s unofficial bedroom creaked open. 
Ollie lumbered out and walked down the hall and entered the kitchen, wearing only boxer shorts. 
 “Morning,” he said to Rex. The coffeepot gurgled to a halt. 
 As Ollie walked across the kitchen to the fridge Rex looked at his legs, which were 
freckled and lightly coated with fair wispy hair. His shins were red with sunburn. 
 “Are we out of creamer?” Ollie said. 
 Rex figured that, once he moved out to Montgomery and started his work for the summer 
on a construction crew, the brief spasms of rage he’d experienced over the past two years would 
go away. The physical labor would get it out of his system, and Ollie wouldn’t be around to walk 
into the kitchen barely clothed and ask inane questions about creamer. 
 “Yes,” Rex said. “You’ll have to drink it black.” 
 
 They didn’t pack the car with much – just overnight bags half full of t-shirts and athletic 
shorts, simple clothes for hot weather. Ollie packed a cooler with the fridge’s remaining cheese 
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and hummus and beer. Nathanael brought an expensive camera, which had been a birthday 
present. 
 Gin gave Rex her car keys, and she and Ollie sat in the back while Nathanael sat in the 
passenger seat with the directions pulled up on his phone. 
 “Take a right,” he said as Rex pulled Gin’s car to the edge of the driveway. 
 “I know how to get to the highway,” Rex said. 
 “All right all right,” said Nathanael. “Relax your kidneys.” 
 Gin leaned back and propped her feet against the driver’s seat. “Shall we have some 
music?” she said. 
 “Nathanael, dear, be a doll and play us some music,” said Ollie, drawing out the vowels 
like a socialite from a dated film. 
 “Sometimes I feel like everything is my job,” Nathanael said. 
 “But it’s okay,” Rex said, “because you like it.” 
 Nathanael chose Johnny Cash’s American Recordings, and everyone got silent and 
listened while Rex drove the car up toward Memphis, where they’d pick up I-40. After they’d 
been on the road barely twenty minutes Gin fell asleep with her head in Ollie’s lap. 
 “She’s tuckered out,” Ollie said, like she was his daughter. 
 “Or you wore her out,” Rex said, more grimly than playfully. 
 Ollie started to smile but then reset his face. “Don’t be disgusting,” he said. 
The highway was mostly empty, and Rex put the car in cruise control. He sighed with 
grandeur. “So Texarkana,” he said. “What exactly shall we do in Texarkana?” 
Nathanael looked crestfallen. “That’s not even what this is about,” he said. 
“I didn’t realize this was supposed to be about something,” Rex said. 
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“No, I get what he’s saying,” Ollie said. “Journey versus destination.” 
“But the destination is also important,” Nathanael said. “It’s like it’s a threshold 
personified.” He looked around the car for confirmation. “Which should be meaningful to us 
right now.” 
Rex snorted and slumped in the driver’s seat. “Wow,” he said. “You’re stoned.” 
Nathanael gave up on expecting other than this. He was generally the one with the vision, 
and then it was just a matter of herding the others into the vision’s frame. This pattern applied to 
most everything they did as a group – cooking dinner, hosting parties, organizing furniture. It 
was as though everyone deposited their initiative in him like a bank. Sometimes Nathanael 
entertained the fantasy of his own sudden death, which would then induce the slow withering 
deaths of Gin and Ollie and Rex, from inability to get up and feed themselves. 
So how, Nathanael thought, was he the one moving back in with his parents? How was he 
the one without anything to do? He was the one who got things moving and wrote things down. 
He was the one who had started applications – for jobs, for fellowships, for graduate schools – in 
September. He’d followed all the recommended steps. But the steps hadn’t delivered the results 
they were supposed to, not even once. Absolutely no company or foundation or school thought 
he met their standards. And really, Nathanael thought, that was an achievement in itself. An 
achievement of a certain dismal perfection. 
Nathanael wished he hadn’t been too high-minded to join a fraternity. All of those guys 
got set up for life. 
He twisted around and looked at Ollie resting his big freckled hands on Gin’s dark hair. 
He was looking out the window – still, as far as Nathanael could tell, peacefully unaware of his 
ceaseless luck.  
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Ollie wouldn’t even have met Gin, Nathanael thought, if it hadn’t been for him. For that, 
he thought he deserved at least a cut of the profits. 
 
It had been a little over an hour when Gin stirred awake in Ollie’s lap. “Are we close?” 
she asked. 
“Not even close to close,” said Rex. They’d picked up I-40 and had crossed into 
Arkansas. They were going past silos and swampish trees and fields that looked tired. 
“Wake on up,” Ollie said, stroking Gin’s hair. “You’re missing out.” 
Gin twisted over on her back and put her bare feet flat against the window. “I’m getting 
hungry,” she said. 
Ollie reached for the cooler and urged her to have some cheese. 
“I can’t eat cheese in a car,” Gin said. She sat up and asked Rex to pull over, by one of 
the fields. “We can have a picnic,” she said. 
“A picnic on the farmlands,” Nathanael said. “It’ll be scenic.” 
Rex pulled over and they all got out of the car and trudged into the field, Ollie carrying 
the cooler. The field crunched meekly under their feet, and the sky – a pale and sunny white – 
looked bigger than it did in Mississippi. Nathanael paused to inhale theatrically and absorb their 
surroundings. 
“Would you look at this,” he kept saying. “Would you just look at this.” 
Ollie set the cooler down in the field and they all sat down around it. They bit off from 
the blocks of cheese and dipped their fingers into the hummus and drank the canned beer. It 
occurred to each of them separately that they didn’t know which crop the field had grown. 
“I feel like we’re in The Grapes of Wrath,” said Ollie. 
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“That’s California,” Gin said. 
“I know that,” said Ollie. “But it’s the same concept.” 
Ollie tried to be understanding about Gin’s recent penchant for correcting him like this. 
He knew that she didn’t like the prospect of her impending total financial dependence on him, 
and he knew that her discomfort was manifesting itself in tiny grabs for power. She’d suddenly 
become very opinionated about restaurants, for instance. She’d become sexually selfish. Ollie 
had been letting it slide. He figured it would pass. 
Rex was lying down in the field and closing his eyes. He was always lying down places 
and closing his eyes. It was part of his mystique. 
“All right, gang,” said Gin. She slapped her palm on Rex’s chest and held it there. “We 
ought to get moving.” 
Rex opened one eye to look at her. “I don’t feel like moving,” he said. 
“We want to get there before it gets dark,” said Nathanael. 
“Why?” said Rex. “What will we miss?” 
 Nathanael produced an exasperated sputter. “We’re not in college anymore,” he said. 
“You don’t have to interrogate everything.” 
“I wasn’t interrogating,” Rex said. “I was just asking.” 
 “Semantics,” Ollie said with profundity. 
They got up and left the beer cans in the field – as a commemoration, Gin said. She said 
littering wasn’t a thing people worried about anymore. 
 
About fifty miles before Little Rock the music and the conversation got stale and 
everyone retreated into their heads for a while. Ollie knew that this was an inevitable phase of 
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any such car trip, and of any such group of people, but he still hated the silence. It frightened 
him. But he’d learned that, when these silences happened, it was better that he didn’t interrupt 
their course. 
Ollie figured the source of this anxiety was the fact that he was the last, latest link of the 
four of them. He hadn’t met the other three until the spring of their second year, when he’d 
answered an ad Rex had posted on a networking site for university student housing. The ad 
called for a fourth person to occupy the house where Rex, Gin, and Nathanael wanted to live the 
following fall. That year Ollie had been living in the fraternity house, and it was too much. He 
liked to drink, but he also liked to study and read. The fraternity brothers who liked those things 
did not tend to live in the fraternity house, for reasons Ollie had swiftly discovered. 
The day in March when Ollie had gone to look at the house, Gin had been the only one 
there waiting for him. She was wearing a tunic and her dark hair was tangled in a purposeful 
way. Her fingernails were dark purple. 
“Howdy,” she’d said. Ollie got the feeling she was taking notes about him in her head, to 
laugh at later. 
Ollie introduced himself as Oliver Bowers, of Vicksburg, who went by Ollie. 
 “Ollie,” Gin said, letting the l’s sit on her tongue. She was smirking faintly. “Are there 
Roman numerals after your name?” 
 Ollie said there were. 
 She didn’t ask how many. She looked at his shorts, which were blue seersucker. “I’ve 
been looking for a pair of shorts like that,” she said. 
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 Ollie couldn’t place this statement on the joke-truth spectrum. He said, “You can borrow 
them sometime.” He immediately regretted it. For a second he felt terror that Gin would think 
him a rapist. 
 Gin laughed almost silently, with her mouth closed. “Watch out,” she said. “I just might.” 
 They seemed calculated to Ollie, the things she said. Calculated to pull the rug out from 
under him so he’d have to gaze up at her. He liked it. 
 Gin walked him through the house. “Adam just gave me a key,” she said, referring to the 
landlord. “We already paid the deposit, so.” 
 “It’s nice,” Ollie said. “Really nice.” They were standing in the living room. 
 “Yeah,” Gin said. “We don’t have a live-in chef or anything, but I think we might 
survive.” She looked carefully at Ollie’s face. 
 That was uncalled for. Ollie decided silence was the best reply. 
 Gin looked embarrassed, and he instantly forgave her. “Sorry,” she said. “Rex said you 
were in a fraternity.” She fiddled with the sleeves of her tunic. “I don’t really meet many people 
in fraternities.” 
 “It’s probably better for your health that you don’t,” Ollie said. He noticed that this 
pleased her – he was Greek, yet self-aware. She moved a little closer to him. Her tunic brushed 
his thigh. 
 The front door opened and Rex walked in, quickly followed by Nathanael. Ollie 
immediately noted how comically, almost unbelievably opposite they were in physical 
appearance. Rex was tall and lanky, with downy honey-colored hair that bounced when he 
walked. Nathanael was shorter and built like a wrestler, and his hair was curly and brown.  
 Gin introduced them all. Rex reached out and shook Ollie’s hand, not unaggressively. 
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 “The frat boy,” he said. 
 “That’s right,” Ollie said. “But we prefer ‘fraternity man.’” 
 Rex inhaled and released Ollie’s hand. “Noted,” he said. 
 “I see beyond it, Ollie,” Nathanael declared. “I believe that you have a soul.” 
 Ollie laughed. “Thank you,” he said. He looked at Gin, who was watching the whole 
interaction with delight. “So,” he said, “how do you all know each other?” 
 Gin walked over in between Rex and Nathanael and put a hand on each of their backs. 
“These men,” she said, “are like my brothers.” 
 “Brothers,” Ollie repeated, really hoping that was true. “Like from other mothers.” 
 “Brothers like fraternity brothers,” she said. “Meaning we slept together once and now 
we don’t talk about it.” 
 No one knew what to do with that. Nathanael began to giggle. 
 Gin snorted and loudly patted Rex and Nathanael’s backs. “Just a joke,” she said, mostly 
to Ollie. 
 Of course, it hadn’t been a joke about Rex, but she didn’t tell Ollie that until later, months 
after they’d moved into the house, weeks after he’d started spending nights in her room across 
the hall. “Absolutely ancient history,” she’d said. “It was so silly. You should be laughing about 
it.” But Ollie had just felt temporarily paralyzed, lying there beside her on the bed, wondering 
how he’d get his muscles working enough to get up and brush his teeth. 
 It had taken a while, but Ollie had finally become capable of looking at Rex without 
constantly, obsessively thinking about how they’d been the same place. He’d stopped having the 
recurring dream in which Gin, sleeping beside him, would calmly get up and walk to Rex’s room 
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down the hall. He hadn’t liked thinking that way. It had made him realize that no matter how 
much he loved Gin, he could still reduce her to territory. 
 But, Ollie thought now as he looked at her across the car’s backseat, she was, to some 
degree, his. She was leaning her head against the window and she had her bare feet tucked 
behind her, her toes digging between the seat cushions. Like it or not, she was different now 
because of him. She brushed her hair. She was sincerer. She gave more people a chance. If he 
wanted he could sign part of her like an artist. 
 Gin saw him looking at her and smiled. “Hey there,” she said. 
 Ollie reached over and picked up her foot and kissed it loudly. 
 In the passenger seat Nathanael feigned a vomiting sound. 
 “All right, okay,” Gin said, like she was bored. “That’s enough out of all of you.” 
 Ollie smiled and obediently put her foot down. He understood. She had a role she needed 
to play, and he wouldn’t stop her. But he knew how things were offstage. 
 
 As they drove through Little Rock Nathanael kept taking pictures out the window and 
then complaining about how they were coming out blurry. 
 “Of course they’re blurry,” Gin said. “We’re in a moving car.” 
 “This camera cost enough money,” Nathanael said. “It should be able to defy motion.” 
 “That’s cute,” Rex said. “Talking like you bought that camera yourself.” 
 Nathanael ignored that. He pressed his face against the window and looked at the skyline. 
“The land of Clinton,” he said wistfully, as though he’d been old enough to vote for Clinton. 
 Gin stretched her leg out and lightly tapped Rex’s shoulder with her toe. “Are you tired 
of driving?” she asked him. 
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 “Would it matter if I was?” said Rex. 
 “You’ve been doing a great job,” Ollie said. 
 “Thank you,” Rex said. “Thank you for the feedback.” 
 Gin leaned forward. She loudly kissed her hand and then pressed her hand on Rex’s 
cheek. 
 “You’re a saint,” she said, close to his ear. 
 Rex shifted in his seat and gripped the wheel tighter. “Yes,” he said. “And if you keep 
distracting the driver they’ll be able to canonize me tomorrow.” 
 Gin fell back in her seat, smiling faintly. She seemed satisfied. 
 “Two hours and fifteen minutes to go,” Nathanael announced. He was studying the map 
on his phone. 
 “Hey hey hey,” Ollie said. “We’re getting close.” 
 Gin looked at Rex’s profile. His jaw was pulsing, like he was grinding his teeth. 
 
 Rex didn’t understand why – even with so much more material since then to replace it – 
it was still something he replayed in his head. How she’d come and knocked on the door to his 
room, matter-of-factly, that night Nathanael had gone to visit his parents, and how she’d gotten 
to work almost right away. How she’d said “easy, easy,” like he was a horse. Her hands guiding 
and regulating his clumsy hips. Her face calm, and amused. 
 He blinked a few times and exhaled and focused on the road. They’d picked up I-30 now 
– the excitement of Little Rock gone like the Roman Empire, the agrarian bleakness returned. 
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 He suddenly hated that they were all on this meaningless trip together, to a meaningless 
place. What if he turned the car around, or just let go of the wheel until they all gently veered 
into a disintegrating barn? 
 Nathanael said something that made Gin and Ollie giggle in the back. 
 Rex rested his elbows on his knees and moved the wheel with his fingertips. The trip was 
fine. It had been a fine idea. The phrase “necessary and proper” came to his mind. 
 He looked at the dashboard. “We need gas,” he said. 
 
 They took an exit that had a Valero station. Rex pulled the car up to a pump and they all 
got out of the car. Ollie started pumping the gas and Rex put his hands on the hood and stretched 
out his back like a jungle cat. Gin and Nathanael went inside. 
 Inside the gas station the large bearded man at the register was doing a crossword puzzle 
and sucking on a lollipop. A soaking wet bandanna sat on his shoulder like a parrot. In front of 
the counter there was a chest full of sunflower seeds that you could scoop into plastic bags with a 
small metal shovel. 
 “I’ll be right back,” Gin said, heading toward the restroom. 
 Nathanael lingered by the sunflower seeds. “How you doing,” he said to the man at the 
register. The man pressed his mouth tighter around his lollipop. 
 Nathanael pointed to the seed chest. “How much for a bag of those?” he asked. 
 The man removed his lollipop but did not look up from the crossword puzzle. “Twenty 
cent a pound,” he said. 
 “That’s sure a good deal,” Nathanael said. It felt good, talking that way. He wondered if 
he was pulling it off. 
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 Now the man looked up. His eyes were entertained, and tired. He took a drag on the 
lollipop like it was a cigarette. “Well,” he said, “help yourself.” 
 Nathanael realized that he literally and desperately yearned for this man’s blessing, like 
he was a priest. “Don’t have to ask me twice,” he said. He pulled a plastic bag off the roll beside 
the chest and started scooping seeds into it. He jerked his head – nonchalantly, he hoped – 
toward the bandanna on the man’s shoulder. “Got a hurt shoulder?” he asked. 
 The man slowly turned his head and examined the bandanna, like a wooly mammoth 
might contemplate an arrow denting its flank. “No,” he said. “Cools me off.” 
 “Right on,” said Nathanael. “In this heat you do what you’ve gotta do.” He put his 
bulging bag of sunflower seeds on the counter. 
 The man pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket, wrapped the lollipop in it, and laid the 
bundle down beside his crossword puzzle. He put Nathanael’s bag on a scale. 
 “Thirty-four cent,” he said. 
 Nathanael began foraging for the appropriate coins in his wallet. Gin joined him at the 
counter, carrying a bottled drink whose label touted its vitamin content. 
 “Thirty-four cents,” Nathanael said to her proudly, “for all these sunflower seeds.” He 
handed the man exact change.  
 Gin looked at the bag like it was extraterrestrial. “Since when do any of us like sunflower 
seeds?” 
 “It’s good road food,” Nathanael said defensively. “Lots of nutrients.” 
 The man at the register unwrapped his lollipop and wearily put it back into his mouth. 
 The bell on the door chimed and three people walked in. There was a man, who looked 
about their age, dressed in a blank white t-shirt and jeans with a hammer loop and a camouflage-
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printed hunting cap. There was a girl, who looked sixteen, wearing a tight white camisole and 
very short denim shorts. And there was a girl who looked eight, with her thin pale hair in French 
braids, wearing something that looked made out of terrycloth. 
 The man at the register looked up at the group with recognition in his eyes. “Afternoon, 
Webb,” he said, addressing the man in the hat. 
 Webb sauntered up to the counter, the girls trailing him like handmaidens. Under his cap 
his dark brown hair was matted like a beaver’s fur in winter, and his face was dappled with acne 
scars. “Hey, Mr. Leon,” he said. “Let me get a pack of Camel Blues.” Leon went to fetch the 
cigarettes. Webb looked over at Gin and smiled approvingly. “And let me get this lady’s” – he 
looked more closely at the label of Gin’s drink – “SoBe Life Water, too.” 
 “Oh no,” said Gin, her voice high-pitched in a way that sounded pleased. “Really, that’s 
very nice, but entirely unnecessary.” 
 Leon returned with the cigarettes. 
 “Listen,” Webb said to Gin, “it really would make me happy if you’d let me buy you that 
drink. It’d be an honor.” He suddenly noticed Nathanael, who looked forlorn to be left out of the 
conversation. “And I’m not trying to edge out your boyfriend or nothing. I’m just trying to be a 
good citizen, that’s all.” 
 “Again that’s really nice,” Gin said. “But I’ve got it.” She looked at Nathanael, raised her 
eyebrows, and looked back at Webb. “And he isn’t my boyfriend.” 
 “Shame for him,” said Webb. He turned to the girls behind him. “Y’all want anything?” 
 The older one shook her head. The younger one said, “I want Combos.” 
 “Well,” Webb said, “get you some Combos.” 
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 Gin paid Leon for her drink. While she did that Nathanael looked at Webb with the 
interest of a museum patron. 
 The younger girl scurried back to the counter and handed a bag of Combos to Webb like 
it was a burnt offering. Webb put them on the counter next to his cigarettes. 
 “This all?” Leon asked. 
 Webb looked at Gin and Nathanael, laughed to himself, and said, “I guess so.” 
 “We appreciate your offer, though,” Nathanael said. “It was mighty kind of you.” 
 Webb paid Leon with crumpled bills. “Ain’t a thing,” he said. “Just trying to exercise 
hospitality’s all.” He handed the younger girl her Combos. “There you go, Care Bear,” he said. 
He looked back at Gin and Nathanael. “Her name is Carrie,” he explained, “but we call her Care 
Bear.” 
 The older girl studiously picked at one of her fingernails. 
 The bell on the door chimed and Ollie came inside. “Are you guys ready?” he said. “The 
tank’s full, and you know how Rex gets.” 
 Gin said she was ready. Nathanael looked less enthusiastic. 
 “Come on,” Ollie said, looking sideways at Webb and the girls. “You’re the one who said 
we’ve got to get there before it gets dark.” 
 “Get where?” Webb asked. 
 Nathanael was delighted he’d asked. “We’re going,” he said, weightily, “to Texarkana.” 
 “All right, calm down,” Gin said. “This isn’t Lord of the Rings.” 
 Webb grinned. “Texarkana,” he said. He turned to the older girl, who was gazing lazily at 
the lottery ticket display, and to Care Bear, who was wrestling with her Combos. He leaned his 
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back against the counter and drummed his hands on his stomach. “What have y’all got going on 
in Texarkana?” 
 “Just thought we’d check it out,” Nathanael said. 
 Webb’s grin grew wider. “Let me get this straight,” he said. “Y’all are going to 
Texarkana for, like, tourism?” 
 “Not tourism,” Nathanael said quickly. “More for” – he paused to think – “more for 
experience.” 
 “Experience,” said Webb. He took the Combos out of Care Bear’s small struggling 
hands. “Can’t say I ever heard of anyone going to Texarkana for experience.” He opened the bag 
and handed it back to her. “More often I hear of people going to Texarkana for the mall.” 
 “Seriously, Nathanael,” Gin said, “let’s blaze.” 
 Nathanael stuck his hand out to Webb and introduced himself. Webb shook it. Nathanael 
thought his palms felt hard and authentic. 
 “Webb,” Webb said. 
 “Very glad to meet you, Webb,” said Nathanael. He became conscious of a silly idea – 
what if, instead of moving back to Atlanta with his parents, he moved here for the summer? He 
had visions of he and Webb drinking out of Mason jars and playing music on old instruments 
together, while the girls danced in front of them in the dirt. 
 “Nathanael,” Ollie said. “Come on.” 
 “You better go,” Webb said. “Your friends are getting antsy.” He looked with admiration 
at Gin’s torso. 
 Ollie put his hand on Gin’s waist like a reflex. Webb nodded, like he understood. Gin 
pushed Ollie’s hand off of her. 
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 “Well,” Webb said. “I hope y’all have a safe trip.” 
 There was a loud cracking sound, and everyone snapped their heads toward Leon, who 
had just crunched down on his lollipop. 
 
 Finally, Rex thought as, slumped in the driver’s seat, he watched them emerge from the 
gas station. For a moment he felt like a disenchanted put-upon father in a movie made for 
children. 
 “What was the hold-up?” he asked as they all got back into the car. 
 “Nathanael tried to make a friend,” said Ollie. 
 “Yes,” Gin said. “Nathanael became enamored of a native.” 
 “I can’t believe you just said that,” Nathanael said. “A native.” 
 “Stand down,” Gin said. “Can’t you spot irony?” 
 As Rex started the car Webb and the girls walked out of the gas station and sat down on 
the curb. Webb took out cigarettes, for himself and for the older girl, and lit them. 
 Ollie pointed. “There they are,” he said. 
 Rex leaned toward the windshield and examined the trio. “Quite a crew.” 
 “I wonder if the littler one is his daughter,” Gin said. 
 “No way,” said Ollie. “He’s our age. She’s too old.” 
 “You can’t know that,” Gin said. “You can’t know that for sure. They could both be his 
daughters for all you know.” 
 Webb saw them all staring and waved jovially from the curb. Rex put the car in gear. 
 “Wait,” Nathanael said. “Turn off the car.” 
 Rex turned off the car and made a heaving sound. “Why,” he said. 
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 Nathanael reached down and grabbed his camera from the floorboard. “I’m going to ask 
them to take our picture.” 
 “No,” said Rex. “No. You’re not doing that.” 
 But Nathanael was already out of the car and walking confidently to the curb, carrying 
the camera in his hands like an artifact. They watched him approach Webb, say a little piece, 
gesture toward the car. Webb nodded, handed his cigarette to Care Bear, and took Nathanael’s 
camera. Nathanael jogged back to the car and knocked on Rex’s window. 
 “Get out for a second,” he said through the window. “It’ll be really quick.” 
 “Is he kidding,” said Rex. 
 Gin sighed and squeezed Rex’s shoulder. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s just humor him.” 
 “I’m really tired of humoring him,” said Rex. 
 Ollie inhaled deeply and opened the car door. “Come on, buddy,” he said to Rex. “Just 
suck it up.” 
 They all got back out of the car. Webb was standing a few yards from the hood, holding 
the camera like it was a weapon. The girls stood on either side of him, holding the cigarettes. 
 “Y’all sure are a good looking group,” Webb said. He pointed to Gin and Ollie. 
“Lovebirds in the middle.” 
 They lined up in front of the hood as he instructed them. Webb held up the camera. 
 “Say cheese,” he said. He took four pictures in a row. No one smiled with their teeth. 
 Webb looked at the photos on the camera’s screen. “Very nice,” he said. He handed the 
camera back to Nathanael. “One to show your grandkids.” He took his cigarette back from Care 
Bear, who, though she hadn’t been smoking it, looked reluctant to give it up. 
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 Everyone but Rex crowded around the camera. Everyone looked casually good, like rock 
stars about to board a plane. Behind the car you could see the white steaming glow of the mid-
afternoon Arkansas sky. 
 Nathanael looked at Webb reverently. “Thank you,” he said. 
 “Not even a problem,” said Webb. “You got to document, or else you forget what 
happened.” 
 “All right,” Rex said. “We’ve documented. Let’s go.” 
 “Well, hold on just a minute,” said Webb. The older girl looked at him with a dull threat 
in her eyes. Webb patted her lower back and whispered something in her ear. She sighed, 
dropped her cigarette, and ground it out with her toe. 
 “We’re about to head out to have a little fun on this hot afternoon,” Webb said. “I don’t 
know what kind of schedule y’all are on – I know you got somewhere to be – but maybe you’d 
like to adjust your plans and come join us for a little bit.” 
 “That’s a nice invitation,” Rex said, “but we’ve really got to get going.” 
 Webb nodded. “Suit yourselves,” he said. “Just thought I’d just be a good citizen and 
ask.” 
 “Well,” said Nathanael. 
 The other three looked at him. 
 “Seriously?” said Ollie. “You’ve been saying this whole trip that we’ve got to get there 
before it gets dark.” 
 “We can afford a detour,” Nathanael said. “It’s not like we’ve got concrete plans or 
anything.” 
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 Webb took a drag on his cigarette. “I don’t mean any pressure,” he said. “All I thought 
was how I don’t meet many new people around, and how y’all seem nice, and how we’re all 
young and might like to hang out for a little while this hot afternoon.” He let the cigarette fall 
and stomped it out hard. 
 Nathanael marveled at the purity, the bucolic splendor, of this argument. There were 
books, and then there was this! He turned to the other three. 
 “Isn’t this part of it?” he said. “Isn’t this part of the adventure?” 
 “I still don’t know what you’re talking about,” Rex said. “I still don’t know what this is.” 
 Nathanael looked at Gin. She remembered Ollie’s quick hand on her waist inside the gas 
station, and his non-verbal exchange with Webb, and how during the whole interaction she’d felt 
like she didn’t have a vote. 
 “Yes,” she said, decisively. “Why not. Let’s go.” 
 Ollie put his arm around Gin and pulled her closer, though he felt her slight resistance. 
“Have you got anything to drink?” he asked Webb. 
 “That I surely do,” Webb said. 
 Ollie squeezed Gin’s hip and turned to Rex. 
 “We’re not going,” Rex said. 
 “It could be fun,” Ollie said. “Just for a little while.” 
 “We’re not going,” Rex said again. 
 “Rex,” Gin said. She looked at him like they were in on something together. Like they 
were parents making a sacrifice for their children. 
 Ollie reached and gripped Rex’s shoulder. “Loosen up,” he said. 
 Rex shook off Ollie’s hand. He looked at Webb. “Where are we going?” he asked. 
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 Webb clapped his hands together and started walking with the girls toward a rusted white 
pickup truck he’d parked near the gas station’s entrance. “Y’all can follow us,” he called over his 
shoulder. 
 
 They followed the white pickup truck for about three miles, away from the interstate and 
into parched and mostly empty land. Rex tended to drive fast, but he had to work hard to keep 
up. 
 “I can’t believe this,” he kept saying. “I honestly can’t believe this.” 
 “Look,” said Nathanael, “it’s not the sort of invitation one gets every day.” 
 “An invitation to go drink in the sticks with a redneck and his underage concubines,” Rex 
said. “No, I guess that’s not the sort of invitation one gets every day.” 
 “Hey now,” Gin said. “We don’t need to be rude.” 
 “It’ll be interesting,” Ollie said. “Like he said, we’re all young. We’re all people.” 
Without signaling, the truck turned sharply off the road and into a field with a grayish 
wooden building on its horizon. Rex cursed and followed, the car bumping over the terrain. 
The truck led them all the way across the field and up to the wooden building, where it 
parked. Rex parked beside it. Webb and the girls hopped out of the cab. 
“Welcome,” Webb said as they all got out of the car, “to our sanctuary.” 
The building did look a little like a church. It was tall and narrow, and its doorway was 
about twelve feet high. It wasn’t a building one could casually enter. It took a minute before the 
four of them realized they’d been staring at it in awe. 
“Used to be a Quaker meetinghouse,” Webb said. 
“Arkansas had Quakers?” said Nathanael. 
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“A few here and there,” said Webb. “Most everywhere’s got Quakers.” 
 Care Bear sprinted into the building, screeching with glee. The older girl followed her, 
walking calmly as a bride. 
 Webb turned to his guests. “Shall we?” 
 The building didn’t have any furniture inside – just a porous wooden floor and a large 
plastic storage container in the far corner. “Have a seat,” Webb said, gesturing to the floor. “I’ll 
get us set up.” He went over to the container in the corner and began rummaging through its 
contents. 
 Care Bear and the older girl were already seated. They all sat down with them, forming a 
circle. 
 Gin leaned over to Ollie. “Do you think this is a cult?” she whispered in his ear. 
 Ollie laughed and pressed his hand on her thigh. “Yeah,” he said. “If this was HBO.” 
 Nathanael leaned affably toward the older girl. “I’m sorry,” he said, “but I don’t think 
you’ve told us your name.” 
 “It’s Mysty,” the girl said, more immediately and deeply than Nathanael had expected. 
“It’s short for Mystic.” 
 Nathanael nodded solemnly. “That’s a beautiful name.” 
 “Jesus Christ,” said Rex. 
 Webb returned to the group. He was holding a stack of red plastic cups, a jug of clear 
liquid, and wireless iPod speakers. He sat down and set everything in the middle of the circle. 
 He reached into his pocket, pulled out an iPod, and began scrolling. “Y’all like T-Pain?” 
he asked. 
 “Have you got any Johnny Cash?” said Nathanael. 
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 Webb grinned incredulously. “Johnny Cash?” he said. “You my granddaddy?” 
 “T-Pain is fine with us,” Ollie said. 
 Webb selected the music and plugged his device into the speakers. Thin beats and Auto-
Tune filled the building. 
 Webb leaned back on his elbows, closed his eyes, and sighed with contentment. “Mysty,” 
he said, with his eyes still closed, “pour these friends some drinks.” 
 Mysty reached for the cups and the jug. 
 “If I may ask,” Gin said, “what are we drinking?” Nathanael elbowed her. She narrowed 
her eyes at him. “It is a perfectly reasonable question,” she said. 
 “Is it moonshine?” Ollie asked hopefully. 
 Webb laughed high in his throat. “I wish,” he said. “But it’s Everclear.” 
 “Everclear,” Rex said. “Haven’t had Everclear since high school.” 
 Webb took a cup from Mysty. “Thank you, baby,” he said. He leaned over and sloppily 
put his mouth on Mysty’s ear. Mysty continued pouring, unfazed. 
 Though they’d been invited, they felt for a moment like they were intruding. 
 Mysty distributed cups to the four of them. She didn’t pour anything for Care Bear or for 
herself but curled up by Webb’s knee like a coiled snake, her watery-red hair covering his lap. 
 Webb lifted his cup. “Let’s have a toast,” he said. He paused in thought. “A toast to a safe 
trip to Texarkana.” 
 “To Texarkana,” Nathanael echoed. 
 Everyone touched cups and sipped. Nathanael coughed. 
 Webb breathed deeply and slowly stroked Mysty’s hair like she was an Afghan hound. 
“So,” he said, “tell me how you all go to be the friends that you are.” 
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 Gin put her cup down. “We all just graduated from Ole Miss,” she said. “For the past two 
years we’ve lived together in a house.” 
 “Ole Miss,” Webb bellowed, like a sports announcer.  
 Care Bear crawled over to Rex, peered into his cup, and then peered into his face. 
 “Hello there,” said Rex. Care Bear squealed. 
 “Monkey,” said Mysty, “you know how to talk. Talk.” 
 “Hi,” Care Bear growled at Rex. 
 Mysty looked at Rex apologetically. “My baby sister,” she explained. “You might say 
she’s got issues.” 
 “No worries,” said Rex, moving his cup out of Care Bear’s reach. “She’s adorable.” 
 “Care Bear,” Webb declared, “exists on a higher plane than the rest of us.” 
 Care Bear crawled across the circle and into Gin’s lap. Ollie smiled down at her and 
patted her head. He pretended for a moment that she was theirs. 
 Gin gently pushed Care Bear out of her lap. “My legs are falling asleep,” she said. 
 T-Pain crooned, “And pullin’ your hair won’t even compare to what I’m ‘bout to do to 
you on this highway.” 
 Ollie braced his arm behind Gin’s back. “So what do you do?” he asked Webb. “Have 
you got a job?” 
 “Factory work,” Webb said. He spit into the grass. 
 No one quite knew how to appropriately respond to that. 
 Webb seemed pleased by their discomfort. He leaned back on his hands, stretched out his 
legs, and crossed his ankles. “So now I’ve got a question for y’all,” he said. “Why did you decide 
you needed to drive from Mississippi to Texarkana?” He turned to Nathanael. “I know what you 
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said earlier, about experience,” he said. “But that seems like it might be a vague reason to drive 
someplace.” 
 “One might even say,” said Rex, “that it’s not a reason at all.” He picked up his cup – 
they were here, and he might as well. 
 “We’re big R.E.M. fans,” Ollie joked. 
 Nathanael looked expectantly at his friends. He hadn’t come here alone. He hadn’t even 
driven the car. 
 “I guess,” Gin said, checking with Nathanael with her eyes, “that it’s kind of an 
observance.” She gingerly tipped her cup into her mostly closed mouth. “Like paying respects to 
the past couple of years.” 
 “That’s beautiful and everything,” Webb said, “but I suppose I still don’t understand why 
you’ve got to pay your respects in Texarkana.” 
 “Well,” Nathanael said, “the logic was sort of that it’s a town on a border. And we’re 
people on a border.” 
 Webb sipped. “How so?” he said. 
 “We’ve just finished college,” Nathanael said. “We’re moving on to the next phase.” 
 Webb nodded, contemplating this. “Life as phases,” he said. “I’ve never really thought of 
my life being in phases. Mostly I just think of it as days.” 
 “How profound,” Rex muttered. He felt the alcohol. 
  “What’s that, partner?” Webb said. 
 “Hey, hey,” Ollie said to Rex. He pulled at Gin’s waist. “Just cool down.” 
 Rex fixed his eyes on Ollie. 
 “I don’t need that,” he said. “I don’t need you telling me to cool down.” 
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 Mysty stood up, walked a few yards from the circle, and began to indifferently dance. 
 Webb poured some more into his cup. “I’m guess I’m still confused,” he said. “Y’all are 
planning to drive to Texarkana, and – what? Take a picture?” 
 Rex loudly exhaled. “Listen,” he said. “We don’t owe you an explanation.” 
 “It’s cool, it’s cool,” Nathanael said, a little frantically. He looked at Webb. “It’s kind of 
more of a ritual thing,” he said. “It’s not as much about Texarkana’s, like, content.” 
 Webb snort-laughed. “All right,” he said. “Sounds like you’re going to write something 
and put it on a blog.” 
 “Please,” Gin said. “People don’t blog anymore.” 
 Webb narrowed his eyes at her, and for the first time since meeting him Gin understood 
that he wasn’t unintelligent.  
 “You,” he said, “can suck my cock.” 
 Ollie lunged to his feet. Gin put her hand on his calf. 
 “Easy,” she said. “Easy.” 
 Rex stood up. “It’s time for us to go,” he said. 
 “Not until I pound this guy,” Ollie said. 
 Rex smirked. “Yeah, bro,” he said. “You go ahead and pound that guy.” He stood with 
his feet farther apart and held his arms dumbly out from his body. “Ollie angry,” he said in a 
caveman’s voice. “Ollie protect Gin.” 
 “Boys,” Gin said, barely suppressing a smile. “Boys. Settle down.” 
 Care Bear threw herself onto Rex’s ankles. 
 “You see that?” Webb said. “Care Bear don’t want you to leave yet.” 
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 “Come on, guys,” Nathanael said, with a hint of desperation. “Let’s just call the whole 
thing even.” 
 To the side, Mysty continued dancing. 
 Webb drained his cup and stood up, a little unsteadily. “How about this,” he said. “Dance 
party.” He dance-walked over to Mysty and began to grind behind her, his hands hungrily 
clutching her hips. “A dance party heals all wounds.” 
 Care Bear watched them through Rex’s legs. 
 Nathanael got up. He jostled Rex’s shoulders and started bouncing to the music. “Come 
on,” he said. “We’re here to have fun.” 
 “Honestly,” Rex said, “I don’t know what the hell we’re here to do.” 
 Ollie looked at Rex. “You know what,” he said. “You’re a joyless person.” 
 Rex laughed like a hiccup. “A joyless person,” he said. He gently shook Care Bear away 
from his feet. “I guess there are worse things.” 
 Nathanael was a few feet from Mysty and Webb, dancing by himself. He had not drunk 
very much. 
 Ollie stepped closer to Rex. “Yeah,” he said. “There are worse things.” He reached down 
for Gin’s hands.  
 “No,” Gin said. “I am not interested in dancing right now.” 
 Ollie pulled her hands until she was standing. “Just relax,” he whispered to her. “Just feel 
the beat.” 
 “I refuse,” Gin said, “to dance to T-Pain.” 
 Ollie could feel the music’s beats on his joints like a rubber mallet. He hugged Gin closer 
to him. All of her fit under his chin. “Let’s just stay here and dance for a minute.” 
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 “What,” Gin said, “does this make you feel like you’re back in the frat house?” 
 Ollie hushed her. “Just relax for a minute,” he said, and he was surprised to feel her body 
obey him. He pressed his hips against her. He felt her loosen, and sway with him, and let him 
hold her, and he had to suppress his delight. He kissed her head. 
 Nathanael cheered for his dancing friends. 
 “All right,” Webb said, going at Mysty like she was furniture that wouldn’t budge. “It’s a 
party now. Now it’s a party.” He turned to look at lone, flailing Nathanael. “Damn, buddy,” he 
said. “You got some moves.” 
 “Thanks!” Nathanael cried. 
Webb grinned. “Sorry if this ain’t the hoedown you were expecting.” 
 “I wasn’t expecting a hoedown,” Nathanael said. He stopped dancing for a second. “What 
are your plans for the summer?” 
 Webb laughed and returned his attention to Mysty’s lazily rocking hips. “I don’t plan for 
summers,” he called over his shoulder. “I’m not a farmer.” 
 Methodically and nimbly, Care Bear climbed up Rex’s legs and clung to his back as he 
watched the dancers. He tried to contemplate the scene scientifically, like soon it would all just 
be footage. 
  He watched Gin and Ollie. They had never looked exactly right together to him, even 
when he tried to eliminate the influence of his own feelings. It was as though they’d both taken a 
vacation to each other, and the plane had forgotten to come back and pick them up, so they’d just 
kept drinking cocktails and acting like everything was perfectly normal, like this was their real 
lives. 
 Gin looked over Ollie’s shoulder at him, and they made eye contact. She winked. 
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 Why did she do that? Why did she have to keep everyone in confidential envelopes that 
she could open and close whenever she felt like it? 
 Care Bear chirped in his ear. 
 Webb let go of Mysty and drifted over to Nathanael. He matched Nathanael’s thrashing, 
and they both escalated their dancing until Webb’s camouflage cap flew off his head and glided 
gently to the floor. Nathanael leaned over and picked up the cap and put it on his own head. 
 “You, my friend,” Webb said, “are rocking that.” He offered a high five and Nathanael 
accepted it. Without touching, they danced in sync. 
 “I’m just looking for somebody to talk to and show me some love,” sang T-Pain, “if you 
know what I mean.” 
 Here it is, thought Nathanael. Here is uncorrupted and undistilled ecstasy. 
 “At the factory,” he said to Webb. “Are there any more jobs?” But Webb didn’t hear him 
because he had gone to go drink from the jug. 
 Ollie and Gin were kissing. 
 Webb set down the jug. He studied the couple with the attention of a scientist. “Now 
that’s sweet,” he called to them. “That’s real sweet.” 
 They laughed and continued. 
 Webb walked closer to them. “Y’all ought to do more,” he said. 
 They laughed again and kept dancing. 
 “I’m serious,” Webb said. “Do more.” 
 They stopped dancing and stared at their host. 
 Rex peeled Care Bear off his back and set her on the ground. 
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 “Sorry,” Gin said. “We don’t do that in front of other people.” She patted Ollie’s chest. 
“We’re not into that.” 
 From Webb, a small smile. “I didn’t ask if you were into it,” he said. “I said to do it.” 
 “Sorry, buddy,” Ollie said, like a cop. He figured it had to be a joke, so he’d joke back. 
He put his hands on his hips. “You’re out of luck today.” 
 Webb sighed. He looked at Mysty, who was still dancing and blankly looking at the wall. 
He looked at Care Bear, crouched in a heap beside Rex’s feet. “Care Bear,” he said, pointing to 
the plastic storage container in the corner, “go get me the thing.” 
 Care Bear ran to the storage container and brought Webb a pistol. 
 “No,” said Gin. “No. This is not fucking happening.” 
 “That ain’t no way to live,” Webb said. “Saying something isn’t happening when it is.” 
 “What is this,” Gin shrieked, “Flannery fucking O’Connor? What is this?” 
 “Gin,” Ollie said. “Shut up. Shut up, shut up.” 
 Mysty kept dancing to the side and Care Bear huddled close to her like she was a bus 
shelter. 
 “Look,” Webb said. “I only think this is fair. Y’all came here looking for some kind of 
show, and we gave you a show.” He looked back at the girls and smiled at them like prizes. “We 
like shows here, too. We like theater.” He rubbed the pistol on his thigh. “We like to be 
entertained.” 
 Rex started to walk slowly toward them. He didn’t have a plan, but he hoped one would 
emerge with proximity to the problem. 
 Gin looked at Nathanael, who had been standing immobilized. He was still wearing 
Webb’s cap. “Talk to him,” she said. “Try to talk to him.” 
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 Nathanael’s face had gone white and his eyes looked filmy. He nodded vigorously. 
“Webb,” he said, approaching him like he was a monument. “Come on, friend. Put away the 
gun.” 
 Webb said, “We’re not friends.” He knocked the butt of the pistol into Nathanael’s 
temple and he fell over, stilled. 
 He seemed, for a moment, to feel genuine remorse. He reached down and checked 
Nathanael’s pulse and sighed relief. “We’re all good there,” he said. “We’re all good.” 
 Everyone watched, waiting to see if he’d changed his mind. 
 Webb turned back to Gin and Ollie and waved the pistol, exasperated, like a train had 
been delayed. “All right,” he said, “y’all go ahead.” 
 “Listen,” Rex said, carefully. 
 Webb shot the pistol into the roof. Gin screamed sharply. 
 “Listen,” Rex said again, less steadily. “Listen, man, what are you trying to do here?” He 
looked over at Gin and Ollie to see if they’d come up with something. They were standing a foot 
apart, like they never wanted to touch each other again. “You want to, like, film it or 
something?” 
 “Film it?” Webb said. He laughed joylessly. “I ain’t got the means to film it.” 
 “Then what do you want it for?” Ollie said. His face was pale and sweaty. 
 Webb rested his gunless hand on top of his head and breathed deeply. “You really can’t 
get it,” he said with incredulity. “You can’t get that it ain’t no different. It ain’t no different than 
what y’all want out of us.” He paused. “It ain’t no different than what y’all want out of 
Texarkana.” 
 “Gin,” Ollie whispered. “I can’t do it.” 
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 Care Bear was squeaking and bouncing on her toes and Mysty was trying to hold her still 
by the braids. There was a crack in the roof of the building, and a belt of sunlight came through it 
and hit unconscious Nathanael, illuminating the swirling dust settling on his body. 
 Webb pointed the pistol at Gin and Ollie. “Really,” he said, “I think y’all would best just 
go ahead and get started.” 
 Gin looked at Mysty, making a silent appeal to her womanhood. “Mysty,” she said, 
“can’t you do something?” 
 “He’s your boyfriend, ain’t he?” Mysty snapped. “There’s worse that you could do.” She 
pulled on Care Bear’s braids. “There’s worse I’ve had to do.” 
 Webb turned to his girl and smiled approvingly. “Kind of funny,” he said, “how people 
will do something no problem all the time and then not want to do that same thing when it ain’t 
their call.” 
 Rex moved his eyes from Webb to his petrified friends. Ollie looked like he was 
withering into powder, and Gin looked like she was steeling herself. 
 There had been a time, soon after they’d started dating, when Rex had regularly 
entertained fantasies of Gin and Ollie’s annihilation. They’d never been as intricate as this – 
they’d been more regular. They’d drive off a cliff, or face an intelligent wild bear. Ollie would 
get a nosebleed from the fear. 
 Ollie grabbed Gin’s wrist and clenched it hard, like he was trying to milk it. “I can’t,” he 
kept saying. “I can’t.” 
 Rex realized that he’d been mistaking what he was feeling for fear. He was not afraid, but 
thrilled. 
 “Guys,” he said, “I think you’ve got to do it.” 
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 Gin looked at him in disbelief. 
 Rex shrugged. “I think it’s the only way.” 
 “Listen to your friend,” Webb said. He and Rex were standing side by side. They were 
almost the exact same height. “Your friend’s got the right idea.” 
  Gin kept staring at Rex. “Look at you,” she said. “It’s like you’re on his team.” 
 “I’m not on his team,” Rex said. “I’m on the team that gets us out of here.” 
 The music stopped. The album had ended. 
 “Look,” Rex said, “just pretend we’re in an alternate universe. Afterward we can leave, 
and we don’t have to talk about it ever again.” 
 Webb whistled. “Now that,” he said. “That was poetic.” 
 Gin said, “Rex.” 
 “There’s not another option,” Rex said. “What are you expecting me to do?” 
 Ollie felt weight in his face like the fall of a curtain. Gin put her hands on his shoulders 
and faced him like a soldier. 
 They lowered themselves awkwardly onto the grass, yards from Nathanael, and started to 
undress. Webb walked closer and stood over them, still holding the pistol, and looked down like 
he was overseeing labor. He gave them feedback. Rex stood back, with his arms crossed, and 
looked past all of it, into the wall. 
 Ollie kept saying it: “I can’t.” When he’d undressed completely, his body backed it up. 
 Panicking, Gin tried to help. 
 Webb laughed, but his face was on its way to being resigned. “Can’t get it up for your 
own girl,” he said. He nudged Gin’s bare waist with his toe. “Maybe you should’ve wore high 
heels or something.” 
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 Mysty and Care Bear were sitting together in the corner, by the storage container, 
completely still. They looked like they ought to be painted. 
 “I’m sorry,” Ollie said, to everyone. “I don’t know what to do.” He looked at Rex. There 
was both humiliation and a plea. “I don’t know what to do.” 
 Rex felt the warmth of the air, and the tingle of the alcohol and of something else in the 
tips of his fingers. He looked at Webb and saw that he was starting to lower the gun, and he felt 
something urgent. He felt a window closing. 
 “How does this work?” he asked. “Can people tag in?” 
 Later, when they were all back in the car, flying toward a hospital for Nathanael, Rex 
would begin to feel the nausea at himself. At how he’d said “Just be grateful” to Gin after he’d 
stripped and she’d seen that he was undoubtedly up to it. At how he’d gotten started without 
nonsense, and at how he’d felt her struggle for a second, and at how that had made him press his 
hand over her face and tell himself he was saving her life. At how he’d felt Ollie watching from 
off to the side, and at how that had made it even better. At how he’d felt like he was taking 
something back. At how almost immediately after they’d started Webb had let out a merry yelp 
and run out of the building, and how Mysty had calmly followed him with Care Bear in her arms, 
and how at the sound of the truck pulling away Gin had said, “Rex, you can stop” and he hadn’t 
stopped. 
 But before the nausea, and before its source, there was only the moment and the problem, 
and Rex could be its solution. But the opportunity was short. He’d seen Webb start to give the 
project up. He stepped forward, just in time. 
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Good Men 
 
 Last week I wrote several drafts of my father’s eulogy. There was no need – my father is 
alive and it looks like that will be true for a while. This was more of an exercise. 
 My father is getting there, though. At the most recent Christmas, he gave me a tour of all 
of his books in the house and showed me which ones were “of interest,” meaning valuable. He 
had me take notes. Later I went online and found out that one of the books he pointed out was 
worth two thousand and thirty-one dollars. Two thousand and thirty-one dollars sitting on a shelf 
in the living room the entire time I was growing up. 
 
 Early this month I went to a funeral for my friend Tim’s uncle, who’d died driving a car. 
The other driver had had a stroke and lost control, which caused the whole thing, but he 
survived. He’s in a hospital somewhere, relearning how to grip a pencil. 
Tim I’ve known since we were kids. There are photos to prove it. Our parents hoped 
we’d get married but to me it seems perverse to marry someone you can remember being a child.  
He asked me to come with him to the service because he and his girlfriend were taking 
time apart. I was Tim’s date to his uncle’s funeral.  
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 It was in a Presbyterian church with a pipe organ, and there were hymns and prayers and 
a minister in a black robe like a judge. You could see a red sliver of his tie peeking over the 
collar. 
 Tim’s father gave the eulogy. He told all about what his brother had done – his military 
service, his insurance work, his devotion to his family. He told an anecdote from their 
adolescence that made the church laugh, about having a lot of whiskey and trying to steal a 
bulldozer. It was a solid and standard eulogy. 
 He started and ended with the same line: “My brother was a good man.” 
 I’d met Tim’s uncle several times, the most recent being at Tim’s sister’s wedding. He 
was tall and spoke quietly and fetched me a martini from the bar, because for him that was the 
thing to do when at a wedding and speaking to a young lady whose martini glass was nearly 
empty, as natural as shaking a hand. 
 After the funeral there was a reception at a Lebanese restaurant downtown that Tim’s 
uncle had patronized almost every day. The restaurant’s owners provided the food for free. 
 Tim and I sat at a table in the corner, where it would be a project to approach us, and 
drank red wine out of short plastic cups. We watched his father work the room – he always 
works rooms. Antithetically, he’s terrible with names. All his male acquaintances are “buddy” 
and all the women are “sweetheart.”  
 “Look at him go,” Tim said.  
 “He gave the eulogy,” I said. “Eulogizers get to be the rock stars of funerals.” 
 “I guess,” Tim said. He sipped from his cup. “My brother was a good man,” he said, 
imitating his father’s voice. “You could say that about anyone.” 
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 I said that wasn’t true, that being good was a rare thing – basically, I said what decent 
people say. 
 “You can say it about anyone, especially anyone dead,” Tim said. “No one will question 
you. It’d be rude.” 
 
This was how the first draft I wrote of my father’s eulogy began: “My father 
accomplished more in his lifetime than most governments do in centuries.” 
 The second draft began: “My father accomplished enough in his lifetime to make his 
daughters just give up. 
 These weren’t exactly right, though my father is an accomplished man. He practices 
financial law, and he’s read almost everything, and he designs his own curriculum for Sunday 
school instead of just telling the kids to be like Jesus. 
 I wanted to write something accurate and particular. I didn’t want to string together items 
from a catalog. I didn’t want to make my father another bland blameless saint in a cemetery.  
 The third draft began: “My father, like Socrates and Abraham Lincoln, had his flaws.” 
 The fourth: “My father would have preferred to do this himself.” 
 The fifth: “A good man is hard to find.” That one I got rid of like it was dangerous. 
 
 I took a break and walked down to the pharmacy to buy a bottled iced tea. 
 “Is this all for you?” said the woman at the counter when I came up to pay. 
 “Is your father still living?” I asked her. 
 The woman scanned my tea. “That’s a very personal question,” she said. 
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 Stories – a just eulogy needs stories. 
 Here’s a story I thought might make the cut: when I was young my father would give me 
quizzes on vocabulary words while he drove me to school, which is how I know the small 
differences in the meanings of “garrulous” and “loquacious.” 
 Here’s another: when I was even younger my father made up songs designed to help my 
sister and me remember how to spell our names. 
 And one more: my father once sat with me on the floor and played cards and let me think 
I’d invented poker. 
 But these are all loose and floating, and a eulogy is about the packaging. 
 
 My father started to decay earlier than most people. Like someone much older, he’s got 
titanium hips. Soon he’ll have to have his knees done, too. He is turning into the bionic man. 
When he was eighteen he wrecked his car in a swamp, which somehow accounts for all of this. 
 For this reason I think he’s more comfortable about dying than most men. It’s like his 
version of menopause. 
 He is prone to rage that would be scary to other people, if other people ever saw it. He 
bellows and pushes his bottom teeth out of his mouth like an early human. After I got over being 
scared of it I started to find it funny. 
 But I visited recently, and we were watching television together – a late-night news show 
with a left-leaning woman as the host. My father was vocally disagreeing with the host, and I 
was vocally rolling my eyes at him. 
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 “You think you’re so smart,” he said, acting disdainful, but I could tell he liked what we 
were doing. He was on his third bourbon, which is a pretty standard night. If it’s alcoholism, it’s 
not apparently destructive.  
 Then he got up and walked his pained lurching walk to his and my mother’s bedroom to 
take his pills, which he did for almost three minutes straight. And here’s what I thought, 
watching the news show and listening to the distant sound of my father unscrew bottle cap after 
bottle cap: it is miraculous. My father is prematurely elderly, and it is miraculous that he does 
not fly into a violent rage every day of his goddamn life. 
  
 A good man – should one even bother? I tried to think of other adjectives. 
 Intelligent. My father is certainly a highly intelligent man. There are documents that 
prove this. 
 Generous. My father is giving of his time and money. He used to serve on the board of 
the local community theater, which wrought a historically terrible production of Barefoot in the 
Park, and which gives retired people an avenue for growth and change. 
 Then I thought: maybe the problem is the nouns. 
 My father was a good father – that seems true. Here I am, alive and not a prostitute. 
 But of course there’s a lot I can pin on him, like everyone else with fathers. Though that 
could be part of it. A good father must make himself a receptacle for liability. 
 I thought about writing a eulogy that began: “A good way to grieve is to air your 
grievances.” 
 I wondered how to hammer all of this into something shapely. I wondered how you even 
begin to choose. 
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 Finally I decided that good, as a word, was too heavy and plain. Like a yogurt. 
 
 This is one you can package and ship. When he was in college my father had friends who 
were in fraternities, so he spent a lot of time hanging out at fraternity houses. One night a boy in 
a certain fraternity brought home a kitten he’d found wandering around a parking lot, and while 
my father was there all of the boys in the house started using the kitten to bowl, as in they took 
turns hurling the kitten across the living room floor into a cluster of empty bottles and kept score 
of how many bottles they knocked down. My father took the kitten away from them and brought 
it home with him and fed it from a baby bottle for two weeks, until it died. 
 That’s a story I tell to strangers at parties. 
 
 It was almost too much when my father called me in the middle of all this composing. 
For a minute I got superstitious. 
“I’ll be coming through town tomorrow,” he said. “I’d like to take you to lunch.” 
Sometimes my father’s job brings him to the city where I live and work two waged jobs 
and toy with the idea of graduate school. It is the city where he lived when he was my age, the 
difference being that when he lived here he was married to my mother and gainfully employed. It 
is the city where I was born, before we moved to a smaller eastern town. 
 I said that would be great. I suggested a Chinese restaurant downtown that we both like. 
 “Perfect,” he said. We would meet there at noon. 
 There was a silent pause, as neither of us is good at the phone. 
 “How’s it all going?” he asked. 
 “It’s good,” I said. “How are your knees?” 
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 He breathed into the phone. “They hurt,” he said. 
 I asked whether he’d scheduled his surgery yet to have them replaced. He said not this 
year. He said he was getting plenty of Vicodin. 
 “Don’t get addicted,” I said, sort of joking. 
 He laughed. “Yes ma’am,” he said. There was another pause, and then he said, “Well, I’ll 
see you tomorrow.” 
 But then I had an alarming thought, the thought being: what if the second I hang up the 
phone my father dies and I have all of these eulogies ready to go but all I said to him before his 
death was not to get addicted to his pain medication. 
 I asked a pointless question, out of panic. “When was the last time you had your hair 
cut?” I asked him.  
 My father gets his hair cut at a salon called Girlfriendz because he is loyal to a woman 
named Kim who has been cutting his hair for eighteen years. She used to work at a place called 
Advanced Attractions, then she worked at a place called Tangles and Knots, and now she works 
at Girlfriendz.  
 “You know what,” he said. “I actually got a haircut yesterday.” 
 I don’t know why this made me feel deeply relieved. “I look forward to seeing the results 
tomorrow,” I said. 
 
 The next day he beat me to the restaurant. He was sitting at a table near the back and he 
started standing up when he saw me come in. 
 “Dad, seriously,” I said, “don’t stand up. You don’t have to stand up.” 
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 A few years ago he would have ignored me, but now he sat down, a little gratefully. I 
hugged his shoulders and he patted my hands. 
 “Your haircut looks nice,” I said. It was just a bit shorter above his ears. 
 After we ordered I asked, “What’s going on back at the ranch?” 
 My father sighed. “Your mother’s been very busy at work,” he said. “It’s registration 
time again.” My mother is an academic counselor at a community college. “And we’re making 
plans for your sister’s graduation.” He squeezed a lemon into his water. “And that’s about it.” 
 I asked him to keep me posted on the graduation plans. 
 “Of course,” he said. “Expect an email by the end of the week.” 
  The waiter brought us soup and egg rolls, and then my father said, “I think I’ll be retiring 
soon.”  
 I had not been expecting that. 
 “What are you going to do?” I asked him. 
 My father shrugged and dipped his spoon into his soup. “Live the rest of my life,” he 
said. “Read.” 
 In my mind I scrolled through options. I thought of Becca, my best friend from college, 
whose parents were already old back then. “You and mom should travel,” I said. “When her 
mom retired Becca’s parents went to New Zealand.” 
 My father nodded. “That’s certainly up for discussion,” he said. 
 The food arrived. 
 “Wow,” my father said, “that was fast.” He thanked the waiter. 
 I knew that ending work didn’t mean ending life. I knew that. 
 “Well,” I said, “I hope this means you’re finally going to have that surgery.” 
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 He picked up his fork. “That’s first on the list,” he said. 
 For a moment I watched my father eat and chew. His jaws seemed new, and marvelous. 
 He looked up from his plate. He smiled. “What are you staring at me for?” he said. 
 “Jesus,” I said. “Am I not allowed to gaze in adoration upon my own father?” 
 He laughed and reached across the table and squeezed my wrist. “I’ll tell you what else I 
plan to do when I retire,” he said. “Drink a lot of beer and eat a lot of oysters.” 
 I knew he said that, that sitcommy line, to make me feel better. 
  
 Of course, I didn’t tell him about the eulogies. There’s introspective and then there’s 
morbid. Plus, when I got home from lunch, I decided I’d better stop. 
 Except I tried one more. I tried one that began: “My father was a good man.” I wrote it in 
black pen, in a reporter’s notebook with yellow paper. 
 I held the paper close to my face and stared at the words like they were molecules and I 
wondered if they were fair and true. 
 I thought: everyone calls the dead men good. It’s so obvious.  
 I thought: I won’t have my father eulogized by everyone. I won’t have his life reduced to 
a platitude.  
 I thought: I won’t have him ordinarily mourned. 
 I thought: I wish I could locate a moral, or a gist. 
 I thought: but who cares. 
 I thought: it’s true and I don’t have to prove it. 
 I thought: My father is a good man. 
 I thought: My father is a good man. 
